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Introduction
This paper attempts to understand a socially constructed masculine expectation developed
through the American wars of the 1900s that continue to be prevalent in American society today.
The paper will follow developing masculinity through soldier and veteran narratives in the 50s,
60s, and 70s, predominantly through World War I, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. This
paper recognizes the emphasis on the gender binary within social systems and the effects gender
expectations have on trauma narratives and social constructs that include not only white soldiers
and veterans but also the perspective of Black and white women and Black men. I will explore
fiction as windows into the psyche of the past in interpreting art through an artistic lens as
historical documentation that contributes to how history is performed and written. These
windows will allow for a better understanding of the trajectory of gender roles in war-ridden
America and how they contribute to forced, categorical, performative masculinity. In working
with multiple mediums such as film, narrative, and graphic novels, as well as genres such as
science fiction, historical fiction, dark comedy, fantasy, and drama. This thesis engages with the
depth and diversity of trauma narratives and how it bleeds into and overtakes notions of
masculinity that force performative actions onto men and women operating within these
constructs.
I have chosen to engage this thesis within the multi-genre scope to provide the multiple
vehicles of expressing trauma narratives. The most obvious way to express personal narratives
are seemingly through the mode of literature, as that has been the primary mode of expression
throughout history. However, as technology advances, more opportunities for narrative
storytelling have developed. The invention of both the television and the photocopier has been
instrumental in allowing graphic novels and film to flourish. Film has given these stories the
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medium to present visual and auditory expressions to their views that literature does not have,
which can be useful to creatives. As Will Eisner coined, the medium of comics or graphic novels
falls somewhere in between, using “sequential art” and written narrative to tell a story (McCloud
5). Comics have historically been left out of academic settings due to the stigma in its association
with younger audiences. However, in this thesis, I challenge that notion by showcasing the ways
graphic novels uniquely approach the trauma narrative in their ability to break down barriers of
time in a unique manner. Comics present drawings strung together on a page that simultaneously
exists in time. The mediums of literature, film, and comics all present varying abilities to tell
trauma narratives, explaining their inclusion in this thesis.
1950 conceptions of masculinity encouraged military traditions and service. The
government and media came to encourage a stereotypical relationship between father and son in
white middle-class families consisting of a father who fought in World War II with a son
expected to continue fighting for his country in Vietnam. This conventionalized narrative
simplified the “American family” and reduced gender binaries, narrowing the definition of
manhood and, inversely, womanhood. Largely fictional retellings of war narratives or even
embellished historical accounts focus on the heroism of the soldiers without recognizing the
implications of war and violence. However, the political and cultural trauma at the end of the
Vietnam war caused Americans to reflect on the United States’ social and governmental
framework while contemplating individual identity. Traditional notions of morality, the nuclear
family, and trust in democracy broke down, causing Americans to divulge in questions of selfright around the time that soldiers were returning home after the US failure in Vietnam. A
critical outside factor is the rise of mass media, propaganda campaigns, war films, and comic
books that reinforce a toxic patronized notion of masculinity that Americans were consuming.
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These narratives contribute to how fictive and creatively non-fictive novels, films, and comics
encompass both traditional fiction and memoir to understand social structures that contribute to
performative masculinity. My work analyzes how the performative script relates to various forms
of trauma. The idea that patriotism and violence made a man a hero later reinforces
contemporary notions of toxic masculinity which again is seen in fictional renditions of this time.
This thesis investigates how fictionalized characters uphold or reject versions of masculinity
encouraged through the glorification of war and violence.
In my argument, I start Chapter One by discussing traumatized white masculinity in Kurt
Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five and Marin Scorsese’s Born on the Fourth of July. I use Anne
Whitehead’s understanding of “trauma fiction” to unpack the ways Vonnegut expresses his
trauma through the narrative form. This narrative represents the psychological harm done to
white soldiers in Vietnam and how that narrative translates into trauma fiction. In the frame of
trauma fiction, Billy Pilgrim functions as my primary focus in conjunction with Vonnegut as
narrator. Billy Pilgrim embodies failed masculinity and the fears Vonnegut, as narrator, has
about his masculinity and potential for failure. The chapter highlights the ways Vonnegut
implements a non-linear narrative and various biblical and fairytale allusions to destabilize his
narrative, contributing to his expression of traumatized white masculinity. I then use the concept
of “myth” introduced in Richard Slotkin’s book Gunfighter Nation in conversation with white
masculinity perpetuated through romanticized war narratives to introduce Ron Kovic. In contrast
to Billy Pilgrim, Kovic represents the gold standard of masculinity prior to Vietnam. Unlike
Billy, Kovic is physically paralyzed, embodying the physical harm done to white bodies. This
portion of the chapter explains the ways early-onset narratives of heroism warp understanding of
masculinity that perpetuates violence as a standard for men. These works showcase a shift to
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relaying authentic trauma stories in fictional renditions of wartime experiences that highlight
how mythologized masculinity fails.
Chapter Two addresses the implications of this white traumatized masculinity on the
Black female experience. Among other scholars, I use Linda M. Perkins’s The Impact of the
“Cult of True Womanhood” on the Education of Black Women to trace the way white
masculinity and white feminist movements have historically contributed to enforcing white
patriarchal values onto Black women. Starting with Toni Morison’s Home I use Frank Money’s
sexual relationship with Lily and nonsexual relationship with Cee to unpack various ways Black
men absorb and perpetuate white masculine standards that contribute to their relationships with
Black women. Following, I use HBO’s television series Lovecraft Country to show how these
same themes of white patriarchy and its influence on Black lives through modern science fiction
television. I use episode 7 “I am.” to focus on Hippolyta’s experience discovering the ways white
patriarchal values have shrunk her identity. These two narratives come together to emphasize the
need to recognize the ways white patriarchy contributes to the dehumanization of Black women.
Finally, Chapter Three deals with mythologized masculinity redeemed through violence
in Martin Scorsese’s film Taxi Driver and Frank Miller’s comic book series The Dark Knight
Returns. I use Amy Aronson and Michael Kimmel’s chapter “The Saviors and the Saved:
Masculine Redemption in Contemporary Films” in Peter Lehman’s book Masculinity: Bodies,
Movies, Culture as a theoretical basis to unpack the ways masculinity expresses itself through the
medium of film. I apply these ideas to my analysis of Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver and how he
uses women and violence to affirm his masculinity. In this section, I establish how Travis splits
his reality between the world of fantasy in his head and his real-life in New York City. The film
convolutes the lines between reality and fantasy, begging questions of what constitutes authentic
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masculinity and what actions need to be taken to achieve it. Working with the same concepts of
failed masculinity in a post-Vietnam era, Frank Miller takes the story of Batman and reinvents it
in his four-part comic book series, The Dark Knight Returns. Miller addresses the concept of
mythologized masculinity in setting the narrative ten years after Batman’s retirement. With time,
Bruce Wayne is forced to deal with the realities of his humanity apart from his mythological alter
identity, Batman. Miller introduces Bruce Wayne in the start of the comic with clear insecurities
that arise without access to his identity as Batman to escape reality. Through the four-part comic,
he shows the ways Wayne begins to demythologize Batman and comes to terms with his
humanity outside of social pressures. Jointly, these narratives bring together fantasy and reality
to question how to escape fantasized masculinity.
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Chapter One: Traumatized White Masculinity in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse-Five
and Oliver Stone’s film Born On The Fourth of July
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Chapter One discusses traumatized white masculinity in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel
Slaughterhouse-Five and Oliver Stone’s film Born On The Fourth of July. I decided to start with
these works because they are narratives about the white soldier experience written by veterans
themselves but also because they are canonical works that exist at the center of this discourse.
Because my thesis works in the multi-genre scope, first working through Vonnegut and Stone
establishes the basis of this field that comes to influence the works included later in this thesis. I
use Slaughterhouse-Five and Born On the Fourth of July as a template to analyze how the other
works included in this thesis either pull from Vonnegut or Stone’s mechanisms of discussing
trauma or formulate their own strategies of vocalizing trauma.
Anne Whitehead explains the concept of “trauma fiction” in her book Trauma
Fiction published in 2004, which applies to the mode of storytelling consistent in Chapter One.
Whitehead defines trauma fiction as representative of “the paradox or contradiction trauma
comprises an event or experience which overwhelms the individual and resists language or
representation… “ (Whitehead 3). Whitehead explains how the genre of trauma fiction explores
the various relationships between fiction and trauma and the multitude of ways trauma can be
expressed through fiction. She highlights how writers adopt literary techniques that are
“characterized by repetition and indirection” as a means to “mimic” the experience of trauma
rather than attempt to lucidly “narrate the unnarratable” (Whitehead 4). Whitehead also notes
that the term trauma fiction was conceptualized due to medical communities formulating the
term post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the 1980s in response to Vietnam veteran
campaigns against the war. Both works in Chapter One pull from or are directly inspired by
Vietnam and the experiences of soldiers with PTSD returning home from war. Whitehead’s
definition of trauma fiction gives this thesis the language to discuss how Vonnegut and Stone go
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on to express their trauma narratives inspired by their actual experiences at war and their
following experiences with PTSD. Although Born on The Fourth of July and SlaughterhouseFive are based on nonfiction events, they categorized themselves in the genre of fiction through
the various mechanisms they apply to their narrative that allow for their discussions of trauma.
The war narratives in Chapter One are both told by white soldiers however they differ in
their approach to articulating trauma. They present contrasting types of masculinity in their
leading male protagonists, Ron Kovic and Billy Pilgrim. Ron Kovic bravely volunteers to join
the Marines after he graduates high school, where he was an all-American wrestler from a
Catholic middle-class white family. He possesses every quality of the advertised American war
hero; however, at war, he becomes permanently paralyzed in combat, leaving him in a
wheelchair when he returns home. In contrast, Billy Pilgrim is the opposite of Kovic. He is
passive, indifferent, weak, nonviolent, and lacks bravery. However, Pilgrim becomes deeply
psychologically wounded by WWII, which affects his life when he returns home, similar to
Kovic. Both narratives draw from firsthand war experiences, and the jarring new lives both
Pilgrim and Kovic return to after combat. Although both men differ in their personalities, one
seemingly upholding the myth of the heroic soldier, the other lacking all the qualities of one, end
up in the same position either psychologically or physically broken upon returning home. I use
Chapter One to expansively examine how trauma impedes on performative masculinity and the
ways both narratives seem to reject masculinity through their trauma.
Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five works to find the language to talk about trauma in
its nonlinear narrative. The retelling of war narratives has since been discussed in a sacred
manner, relaying stories of heroism and bravery demonstrated by the soldiers who fought for the
United States. However, Vonnegut comes at this work differently in implementing a nonlinear
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narrative while also inlaying science fiction themes, symbolism, references to outside texts, and
ambiguous metaphors that suggest the difficulty of finding language to discuss “unspeakable”
emotional trauma. Whitehead references this idea and various tools that can be used to discuss
trauma, such as nonlinearity or fantastical sci-fi themes. She explains that:
Trauma carries the force of a literality which renders it resistant to narrative structures
and linear temporalities. Insufficiently grasped at the time of its occurrence, trauma does
not lie in the possessions of the individual, to be recounted at will, but rather acts as a
haunting or possessive influence which not only insistently and intrusively returns but it,
moreover, experienced for the first time only in its belated repetition. (Whitehead 5)
Like Whitehead explains, the expression of trauma that Vonnegut explores cannot be called on
voluntarily but instead comes in an unexplainable fashion that can be brought on by outside
triggers. This explains how those with trauma fall victim to their experiences rather than holding
control over them. Vonnegut’s style highlights the realities of war while resisting the urge to
romanticize the experience. The narrative splits itself into three tracks: the first being Billy’s life
outside of war, the second his life as an optometrist, and the third his experience with the
Tralfamadorians. In trisecting the narrative, Vonnegut convolutes the story’s expected trajectory,
complicating memory, and the role of trauma in how we remember the past. Vonnegut utilizes
various genres like different languages to talk about trauma expanding the avenues of vocalizing
his story.
Vonnegut’s narrative separates itself from his traumatic experiences in World War II
through its layered storytelling that separates himself from his experience while inadvertently
including readers as witnesses. Whitehead uses the book Fugitive Pieces to explain how the
narrative is “structured around different layers or levels of witnessing” (Whitehead 8). She
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explains how the main character listens to or receives another character’s testimony leading that
same character to write down his memories, which are read by another character who eventually
explains those same memories to a reader. These characters’ actions allow one another to express
their own traumas, which would not be possible without each other. Whiteman’s analysis can
also be applied to Vonnegut’s narrative. The narrator of Slaughterhouse-Five, who is assumed to
be Vonnegut himself, attempts to write about his experiences in Dresden; however, he finds great
difficulty achieving this task. It is not until he goes to speak with Bernhard O’Hare, another
veteran, and his wife, Mary O’Hare that helps him in his documentation of trauma and
eventually a short recap of his experience in Dresden.i Vonnegut the character goes on to use the
story of Billy Pilgrim, another soldier, to frame his narrative and discuss the war from the
distance of another person’s story. Outside of the scope of the page, this narrative is published
for readers to engage with, making them “witnesses” to Vonnegut’s narrative. Like Whitehead’s
analysis of Fugitive Pieces, Vonnegut’s narrative builds itself within the parameters of “layering”
and “levels of witnessing” that allow the author to formulate a narrative to discuss trauma.
One of the mechanisms of layering Vonnegut as a character and Vonnegut as an author
use to distance themselves from their own trauma is Billy Pilgrim’s story. Charles Harris outlines
the various similarities Vonnegut, as an author, Vonnegut as a character, and Billy Pilgrim have.
They jointly use Billy to represent their experiences while allowing for the emotional distance
needed to vocalize their narratives. Similar to Whitehead’s explanation of distancing from
trauma noted in the previous paragraph, Harris explains that “Vonnegut has thus removed
himself at least twice from the painful Dresden experience” (Harris 232). This tactic of
“distancing” removes Vonnegut, the author, from his actual experiences at war, making his
trauma expression easier. In the vein of traumatized masculinity, Vonnegut can express his
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emotional vulnerabilities that embody the fear of failed masculinity through the character of
Billy Pilgrim. Without having to associate these failures, or fear of failure, with Vonnegut as a
character and, inversely himself, Vonnegut can free himself to speak honestly about these social
pressures.
Vonnegut uses other tools in distancing himself from trauma, including his
implementation of fantasy or applying crafted narratives to the storyline. Harris argues that
Billy’s engagement with the Tralfamadorians and time travel is accepted as truth by both
Vonnegut the character and Billy (Harris 234). The Tralfamadorians and time travel are the most
outwardly fantasized factors in the novel, both of which are accepted as truths in the realm
of Slaughterhouse-five. The understanding that both these clearly fictionized factors are true by
Vonnegut as the author suggests that they are factors of uncontrollable trauma responses.
Vonnegut also implements fantasy or fictional allusions into the text that are authentically
recognized as fantasy and function differently than the fictionalized trauma responses of time
travel and the Tralfammadorians. Some of these fiction elements include biblical allusions or
fairy tales. In contrast to time travel and the Tralfammadorian, Vonnegut as a character can see
that these are crafted stories that are not real. Using these fictional references, Vonnegut can
critique the ways men perform masculinity which he does through Billy, who fails to uphold
masculine standards. In recognizing these stories as fiction, Vonnegut can vocalize universal
pressures of masculinity and the fears embedded within men who cannot uphold these standards.
This separates the individual experience of PTSD, vocalized through the Tralfamadorian world
and time travel, with the universal experience of living up to a socially constructed version of
masculinity through fictional parallels.
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An example of Vonnegut paralleling fiction with reality can be seen in the irony of Billy
Pilgrim’s name. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a pilgrim as: “A person who makes a
journey (usually of a long-distance) to a sacred place as an act of religious devotion …one who
undertakes a course of spiritual development leading towards Heaven, a state of blessedness,
etc.” (OED). A pilgrim can be understood as both a religious figure, a type of wonder, and
someone making a journey, all of which apply to Billy. In the book, Billy traces back through
time and explores his life differently, like a spiritual journey. Although Billy does go on a type of
journey to war, it is an exceptionally non-religious one, despite his role as a chaplain’s assistant
in WWII. If Vonnegut is paralleling the soldier experience with the story of the Bible, Billy’s
projected path as a “pilgrim” would be to undergo a spiritual development that will lead him
closer to Heaven. However, that is not what happens at all. Billy contrasts and upholds the
traditional role of a pilgrim. Billy’s various adventures involve a constant state of travel or
“journeying” to unknown and even sacred spaces that include the world of the Tralfamadorians
that can be understood as an “instructive universe” in that Tralfamadorians attempt to teach Billy
the unexplainable nature of time and pointlessness of the human condition. Like the narrative of
the Tralfamadorians, the Bible is made for teaching. The Bible is meant to teach virtue to a man
undergoing sin, while the world of the Tralfamadorians is created as a mechanism to understand
and teach about humanity while dealing with trauma. In this sense, Billy upholds the character
expectations of the pilgrim in his journey however it is more complex than that.
There is a disconnect in authentically upholding a literal religious pilgrim’s image and its
narrative expectations. Billy’s literal role in the war is supposedly training as a Chaplain’s
assistant. However, Vonnegut only brings up this responsibility once, making it easy for readers
to gloss over or forget about his role as a religious spokesman. This role is entirely over seeable
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because Billy lacks any fundamental belief in God or anything at all. In this sense, Billy fails in
his role of chaplain’s assistant in the most central manner, his lack of faith. However,
interestingly enough, “He was a valet to a preacher, expected no promotions or medals, bore no
arms, and had a meek faith in loving Jesus which most soldiers found putrid” (Vonnegut 38).
Although Billy fails to passionately believe in Christ, he seems to uphold the central qualities of
Christ in his humility and non-violent tendencies. There is a paradox between Billy failing in his
role as a chaplain’s assistant while maintaining Christ-like qualities. This contributes to how
Billy fails in his masculinity as a soldier. Similar to the taught social narrative of masculinity, the
bible teaches a way of being through its narrative. In providing another example of a socially
taught way of being through religion, Vonnegut successfully articulates how masculinity is
crafted and can fail through the lens of storytelling. In Vonnegut recognizing religion as a
construct, he can position Billy’s failures in his name--”pilgrim”-- and the title of chaplain’s
assistant that are seen as failures in a fantasized or crafted storyline, similar to his failures of
masculinity within a “fantasized” socially constructed space. Vonnegut gives Billy the title of
chaplain’s assistant to label his identity and therefore project a means of acting onto Billy that he
ultimately falls short of doing. This is like giving a young boy the label of a soldier and
projecting an expected narrative of masculinity and heroism onto him that is ultimately that is
unattainable.
Like Vonnegut’s implementation of biblical narratives onto Billy, he also uses the
structure of a fairytale as another means of distancing to express his fear of failed masculinity.ii
Harris notes Vonnegut’s references to multiple genres throughout his narrative. These include
both biblical allusions as well as fairy tales, one of which is Billy’s performance as Cinderella.
This contributes to “Vonnegut’s awareness of the multiple facets of human experience and the
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various possible perspectives from which these facets may be seen” (Harris 237). Although
Harris is talking about how Vonnegut can specifically express the multiple experiences of
Dresden as opposed to his singular experience of it, I would take his analysis further. Vonnegut’s
implementation of multiple genres, including his use of Cinderella, conveys the universal
experience of the fear of failed masculinity in war-ridden America that is consistent across the
novel. Vonnegut can recognize Cinderella as a fantasy, or at least a play being performed by the
soldiers that is once again not linked to a form of psychological trauma but instead addresses the
concept of fantasized masculinity.
Ultimately, Vonnegut parallels the fantasy of Cinderella with the identity of Billy
Pilgrim, both critiquing the very concept of performative masculinity while also allowing Billy
to embody a character who lives up to and exceeds viewer expectations. Vonnegut as narrator,
notes that Cinderella would be performed by soldiers as the evening entertainment, explicitly
naming it “the most popular story ever told” (Vonnegut 112, 123). Here, Vonnegut makes it
evident that this is a story that has been told many times as the “most popular story ever told,”
like myths surrounding the American war hero. This idea also suggests the malleability of the
story and the multiple perspectives it could take on, again like the multiple perspectives of
experiencing war.
Like the original Charles Perrault Cinderella, Billy also experiences an outward physical
transformation suggesting the overcoming of a past life. After the play is performed, Billy finds
silver-painted combat boots that “fit perfectly” as the narrator notes, “Billy Pilgrim was
Cinderella and Cinderella was Billy Pilgrim” (Vonnegut 185). These lines explicitly parallel
Billy with the character of Cinderella. Like Cinderella, Billy has a physically transformative
moment while he “[leads] the parade [into Dresden]. He had silver boots now, and a muff, and a
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piece of azure curtain which he wore like a toga…Billy Pilgrim was the star. He led the parade”
(Vonnegut 188, 191). Like the slipper from the ball that the prince finds in Cinderella, Billy
perfectly fits into the silver embellished combat boots, melding the reality of war with a
fantasized version of reality. For Cinderella, the slipper fitting symbolizes her life as someone
more than a slave to her stepmother and sisters. If Billy is truly Cinderella, this moment parallels
Billy as someone more than a disposable soldier in a lineup of men being sent out for slaughter.
If Billy is Cinderella and Cinderella is Billy, then the expectation would be that Billy receives
the happily ever after consistent with Cinderella after she fits into the slipper and marries the
prince. However, Billy’s ending does not seem the same as Cinderella’s, convoluting a fairy
tale’s narrative expectation. In Billy’s mind, he seems to have a happily ever moment, but in
reality, he presents himself as psychologically damaged.
Fairytales are used to escape reality; in this case, Vonnegut uses the structure of a
fairytale to reject not only the crafted version of masculinity but also to reimagine a potentially
new kind of masculinity that exists outside the limitations of expectation. Billy embodies the
identity of Cinderella in literally dressing up as her, internally pleasing himself as the “star” of
his own narrative (Vonnegut 191). Although in his mind, Billy succeeds in being the hero of his
own fairytale, he outwardly receives shameful looks from other soldiers who reject him for his
feminine qualities and seemingly disturbed psyche. Operating both within the escapist narrative
of the fairytale, intertwined with the reality of a documentative war narrative, Billy
simultaneously appeases and rejects narrative expectations. In breaking down genre expectations,
Vonnegut questions the authenticity of not just reality but societal conceptions of performing
masculinity and what makes a success story.
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As outlined above, Vonnegut uses the Bible, a moral narrative crafted for the purpose of
teaching morality, and Cinderella, a fairytale crafted for the purpose of entertainment, in the
same way. Although the Bible and a fairytale are overtly different texts, Vonnegut ignores their
distinctions. He uses both these stories to break down the narrative expectation paralleling his
own breakdown of expectations in American war stories. The Bible is meant to be a text that is
accepted as wholly truthful. In contrast, fairytales imply fantasy or untruthfulness because
readers are aware that the story is crafted and made-up. In breaking the distinction between what
stories are accepted as truths and which stories are understood as myths, Vonnegut challenges
the very idea of masculinity crafted through war stories. He challenges how masculine
expectations operate in society as truth without being recognized as entirely crafted narratives.
In discussing similar themes to Slaughterhouse-Five, Born on The Fourth of July is a film
adaptation of Ron Kovic’s 1976 biography directed by Oliver Stone in 1989. In adapting the
memoir into a film, Oliver Stone attempts to re-conceptualize the ways in which trauma stories
are told that differ from Vonnegut’s approach. In a lot of ways, film lends itself to visual
storytelling that literature does not have. This choice works exceptionally well with Kovic’s
story because his trauma experience is based on the physical breakdown of his body in Vietnam.
Because of his inability to walk after being paralyzed, society can see the effects of his trauma on
his body while he sits in a chair, unlike the psychological breakdown of veterans, which can be
concealed while facing outwardly to society. Kovic’s experience returning home highlights his
failure of being able to physically project masculinity, which contrasts with the psychological
impairments in Slaughterhouse-Five shown through its nonlinearity. In using the medium of
film, Stone chronologically depicts Kovic’s physical transformations while visually showing his
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experiences in battle and later in the Vietnam hospital that force viewers to face the cruel
realities of his trauma narrative.
In his book Gunfighter Nation the Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth-Century
America, Scholar Richard Slotkin defines the term “myth” that is helpful in understanding and
interpreting Born on the Fourth of July’s commentary on American masculinity. Slotkin argues
that myths are inherently linked with ideologies that represent cultural identity. He notes that
“Ideology is the basic system of concepts, beliefs, and values that defines a society’s way of
interpreting its place in the cosmos and the meaning of its history” (Slotkin 5). These
“ideologies” can be articulated through various genres, including the myth. In his analysis, he
looks at the genre of myth to explain cultural ideologies in conversation with wartime America.
He defines myths as “stories drawn from a society’s history that have acquired through persistent
usage the power of symbolizing that society’s ideology and of dramatizing its moral
consciousness” (Slotkin 5). Slotkin’s definition of myth applies to Oliver Stone’s Born on The
Fourth of July in that it is an adaptation of Ron Kovic’s biography remade to be representative of
the American soldier experience through the medium of film. As scholar Fran Shor points out,
“Kovic’s narrative embodies both a personal and collective story of the conscious and
unconscious authority of a variety of myths” (Shor 376). Shor references Sam Keen in his
understanding of how to gain liberation from these myths in “demythologizing” or
“demystifying” the “authority or myth that has unconsciously informed ... (one’s) life” (p. 33).”
(Shor 376). Similarly to Shor and Keen, for the purpose of this thesis, I analyze Born on the
Fourth of July as conducive towards the “myth” of American masculinity in conversation with
war as a means to demonstrate the ways that the myth of the American soldier experiences
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contributes to performative, traumatized masculinity that Kovic ultimately liberates himself
from.
Similar to Vonnegut’s novel, the relationship between fantasy and reality works with
Slotkin’s understanding of the “myth” that comes through in children falling victim to this
narrative. Unlike Slaughterhouse Five’s nonlinear narrative, Born On The Fourth of July follows
a traditional linear sequence starting with Ron Kovic’s early childhood. Born On The Fourth of
July shows little kids “playing war” in its opening scene. Ron Kovic narrates this scene saying,
“it was a long time ago. Sometimes I can still hear their voices across Sally’s Woods. There was
Billy, Steve, Tommy, and the tall kid from down the street, Joey… We turned the woods into a
battlefield, and dreamed that someday we would become men” (Stone 1:10-1:50). Film lends
itself to this flashback in that viewers understand this scene to be a memory Kovic recalls after
being traumatized by his actual experience at war. The natural imagery remains until Kovic
begins talking about the woods as a battlefield and suddenly the scene becomes more intense,
suggesting a truth to the game that Kovic can only realize after experiencing the realities of war
and violence for himself as a “young adult.” Already the visual of kids “playing war” is
reminiscent of Vonnegut’s reference to “the children’s crusade,” however, unlike Vonnegut’s
novel, where readers use their imagination to envision children at war, here viewers receive a
jarring visual representation. Shor references Christian Appy’s book American Reckoning: The
Vietnam War and Our National Identity, where he notes that the “celebration of military
culture…enacted in childhood games undoubtedly played an important role in shaping a glorified
view of war among many young boys of the Vietnam generation” (Shor 375). Recognizing the
ways that young boys are influenced by culture comes through in moments where children
mirror what they have learned through their parents, media, etc., which in this case is the glory of
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a war hero. This convolutes the connection between childhood innocence and real-time violence
experienced by children at war that is ignored in the myth of the war hero. Once again,
like Slaughterhouse-Five the lines between reality and fantasy blur, begging viewers to question
the implications of children “performing” or playing soldiers in their own crafted fantasy where
masculinity is achievable even as a young boy.
This scene gives in to the idea of the mythologized war hero. However, it is also
referential to a fairytale opening structure that further breaks down the realities of living up to a
mythical version of masculinity seen through the eyes of children. The opening of this movie is
told in a story-like manner, “it was a long time ago” in “Sally’s Woods” mirroring the rhetorical
opening of a fairytale sequence: “Once upon a time in a land far far away.” Immediately the
narrative expectation of storytelling is clear to the audience; however, this is not a fantasy but a
reality. In mirroring the opening of a fairytale, Stone simultaneously reminds viewers of the
children’s innocence while contrasting the fantasy of a fairytale with the realities of war. In this
scene, children pretend to shoot at each other with their toy guns, which progresses into throwing
rocks, knocking each other to the ground, and kicking dirt into each other’s faces insisting that
the other is “dead.” Showing how innocent relationships between boys shift into real violence
between children highlights the danger of perpetuating the connection between masculinity and
violence through the myth of the soldier.
This scene undermines the “myth” in showing kids at play while referencing the idea of
the American war hero, highlighting the young age of soldiers who are sent to die for their
country, calling to question the moral stakes of the myth’s message. These parallels are
reinforced with Kovic’s prophetic statement: “We turned the woods into a battlefield, and
dreamed that someday we would become men.” Like a fairytale or even Joseph Campbell’s “A
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hero’s journey,” introduced in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, the narrative sets up
the “hero’s destiny” to “become men” through the mode of battle and in turn, violence that is
outlined in the myth of American masculinity. Like Mary’s anger towards sending young
children to war at the beginning of Slaughterhouse Five where Vonnegut calls his story “the
children’s crusade,” Born on The Fourth of July visually shows viewers the implications of
introducing children to war and violence at such a young age. The use of fairytale allusions in
tandem with the expectations of Campbell’s monomyth similarly references SlaughterhouseFive’s use of fantasy to highlight masculinity in the face of trauma, primarily through the
involvement of children.
In a similar fashion, the film shows Ronnie’s early exposure to World War II veterans,
contributing to his naive understanding of heroism without fully comprehending the physical
implications of combat. The film immediately cuts to the Fourth of July parade following the
woods scene, with Ronnie on his father’s shoulders, looking out over the celebratory parade.
Excitedly, Ronnie exclaims, “Look, Daddy, the soldiers” (Stone 5:09). The camera cuts over to a
parade of soldiers with the forefront of men all in wheelchairs. Suddenly, the film shifts into
slow motion as the camera remains on young Ronnie’s face on his father’s shoulders, holding an
American flag, he looks sullen but prideful, almost like he is accepting his future fate as a war
hero and the risks associated with that bravery. The image of Ronnie literally on his father’s
shoulders is representative of his duty or “fate” to follow in his footsteps as a soldier for his
country. At this moment, Ronnie is not dissuaded in seeing the physical breakdown of veteran
bodies in the parade but instead seems to focus on the nobility associated with men who risk
their bodies for their country in the pursuit of manhood. This scene foreshadows Ronnies future
while at the same time suggesting the possibility that he will be the war hero who overcomes
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physical paralysis, fights for his country, and returns unharmed and heroic, upholding Slotkin’s
idea of “myth” in association with American masculinity.
Following this moment at the parade, the audience is reminded of Ronnie’s young age,
calling to question his early exposure to “heroism,” begging the audience to contemplate
Ronnie’s understanding of mythologized patriotic masculinity. Immediately after the parade,
Ronnie gets his first kiss from a girl named Donna. Right afterward, she asks, “Did you like it?”
to which he responds, “I don’t know,” and immediately jumps to the ground, yelling, “look how
many push-ups I can do!” (Stone 7:19). This scene contradicts the ladder in that Ronnie
seemingly feels strongly about his decision to become America’s next hero but has yet to reach
the developmental age where he can discern if he enjoys kissing girls. His immediate reaction to
display his “masculinity” through his physical abilities again draws on Ronnie’s intense
conditioning to glorify manhood through physical strength, consistent with Slotkin’s conception
of the myth. It is also important to note that the parade is not only on the Fourth of July but also
on Ronnie’s birthday. The connection between celebrating Ronnie’s life with the celebration of
America melts the celebration of patriotism with Ronnie’s identity on a consistent annual basis
from the very day he was born. From the beginning of Ronnie’s life, he identifies with patriotism
and the heroic nature of soldiers, like it is his fate to continue the cycle of heroism his father
began when fighting in WWII.
Ronnie is not singularly influenced by his father. He also looks up to larger-than-life
celebrity figures like JFK, who preaches patriotism in conjunction with masculinity, influencing
his decision to go to war. Ronnie returns home to listen to JFK reciting his inaugural address in
1961 that is being broadcasted on television. JFK declares, “Not as a call to bear arms, though
arms we need, but a call to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle, a struggle against the
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common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war itself… only a few generations
have been granted the role of defending freedom” (Stone 8:50). As he says these words, the
camera slowly pans across the Kovic family sitting in their living room, attentively listening.
This address is focused on the willingness of a certain kind of man to step up to fight against “the
common enemies of man,” suggesting that this war follows everyone’s best interest without
recognizing the horrors to go along with this level of violence. This scene parallels the traditional
call to action in Campbell’s hero’s journey, literally “calling” those in this generation to “[defend
American] freedom.” JFK continues by saying, “I do not shrink from this responsibility… Let
every nation know that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, support any friend, oppose any
foe, to assure the survival and the success of liberty.” (Stone 9:47). This “whatever it takes
mentality” suggests the need for young men to make a sacrifice for the greater good of liberty
and American freedom, neither of which, it will turn out, have anything to do with Vietnam. As a
masculine role model, JFK makes it clear that he is not afraid of “this responsibility,” he
demonstrates national pride in tandem with bravery, even with the understanding that “[he] shall
pay any price, [or] bear any burden.” He performatively displays qualities of valued masculinity
of the time to encourage younger generations to follow in his “heroic” footsteps alongside their
noble fathers, who have already served their time. As a celebrity figure, JFK perpetuates the
myth of masculinity as well. Using a national broadcast to reach the public seems to amplify the
inaugural message while mythologizing JFK as the leader who would stop at nothing to defend
his people, therefore making patriotism another factor that sends children to war.
Similar to Slaughterhouse-Five, Born on the Fourth of July lacks strong female figures,
however, I would argue that Mrs. Kovic seems to play a pivotal role in the film’s trajectory
paralleling Mary O’Hare’s role in centralizing the story’s narrative from the beginningiii. While
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the family is gathered watching JFK’s address, she turns to Ronnie and tells him, “I had a dream,
Ronnie, the other night, and you were speaking to a large crowd just like him. Just like him. And
you were saying great things” (Stone 10:00). This seems to be a pivotal moment in Ronnie’s life
that allows him to associate himself with a leader that is willing to sacrifice anything for
America. Mrs. Kovic enables the fantasy that Ronnie builds for himself in his head, making him
believe that he can live up to the American hero narrative. In contrast to Mary’s role
in Slaughterhouse-Five, who wants to keep boys out of war, Mrs. Kovic seems to encourage it
by indulging in the masculine fantasy taught to young boys.
This scene not only emphasizes parental influence on kids but the media’s ability to
influence such young and impressionable children like Ronnie. This media broad cast shows how
children are “Bombarded by media images that reinforced an anti-Communist ideology and
[perpetuates] the myth of a noble and generous America,” wrongly suggesting that Vietnam
would be a remake of the heroism demonstrated by soldiers in WWII (Shor 377). The beginning
of the movie dedicates itself to showing all the visual ways that Ronnie is conditioned. These
outside influences help craft his understanding of what it means to be a patriot, a man, and a
leader who is willing to sacrifice his body for liberty.
The vehicles that preserve this myth are not confined to media or parental influence, but
they also appear in the school system, demonstrating the gravity of its influence. Directly
following JFK’s speech, the narrative cuts to Kovic at wrestling as a teenager. Cutting from
JFK’s speech to Ronnie as a teenager suggests that the speech’s message has been carried with
him as he grew into a young man. Showing the wrestling practice parallels the order and physical
demand of soldier training, emphasizing the connection between Kovic’s early hobbies and his
later role as an American soldier. The connection between soldiers and high school boys is again
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reinforced as the coach yells, “I want you to kill! You hear me?” to which they respond, “Yes,
sir!” (Stone 10:39). The coach continues by saying, “If you want to win, you gotta suffer! You
want to be the best? You gotta pay the price for victory, and the price is sacrifice!” (Stone
10:58). These two consecutive scenes include a “speech” from an authority figure: the president
and Kovic’s coach. Both are male figures in positions of power pushing subordinate young men
to “achieve,” which is how we see this myth being eternalized. This scene “brings into sharp
focus the ideological and mythological components of a patriotic militarized masculinity”
projected onto boys at a young age (Shor 377). Each male figure defines achievement or victory
in the same way, suffering to be a winner or a hero, showing the consistency of this crafted
narrative. JFK represents a large-scale example of this masculine standard, inspiring on a micro
level this same standard that we see between the coach and athletes in this scene. Both JFK and
the coach are examples of the mechanisms that condition young men to pursue military service
and engage with a larger historical narrative that indulges in patronized masculinity.
This dynamic is not singularly enforced in hierarchical relationships but
also between young men seen in how Kovic interacts with his friends as they discuss their future
beyond high school. Ronnie tells his friends about his decision to become a soldier saying, “Our
dad got to go to WWII. This is our chance to do something, to be part of history, guys” (Stone
18:19). Ronnie uses the language “got to” in describing their fathers going to war suggesting the
positive opportunity to go and do something meaningful with their lives. From his perspective,
he has heard stories of greatness and bravery associated with “fighting for liberty for all,”
stemming from a very early age when he began to associate violence and victory with the
masculine standard exemplified by authority figures. Even when his friend Stevie pushes back
and says, “You should think about what you’re doing, you know, Ronnie… it could be
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dangerous… you could get yourself killed,” they all laugh as if that was an outlandish reality
(Stone 18:04). The other boys in the group look down on Stevie for wanting to go to college and
protect himself, asking him, “You don’t care about anybody but yourself?” suggesting his
decision to not go to war is selfish and weak (Stone 18:23). Ronnie chimes in, saying “somebody
has gotta stay home with the women and children while the men go do the fighting” after Stevie
tells him he cannot fight off communism by himself like Superman (Stone 18:48). This
interaction reinforces the narrow definition of manhood in this narrative. Without choosing to
indulge in the violence of war, manhood is not achievable. Linking masculinity to “superman” in
this scene seemingly gives way to the impossibility of achieving the masculine standard,
potentially foreshadowing the toxicity of fantasizing manhood preserved through mythologizing
masculinity.
The spaces where discussions of going to war occur also seem to contribute to the ways
in which Kovic glorifies joining the Marines, highlighting his engagement in performative
masculinity before going to war. As we just looked at, Ronnie publicly demonstrates strong
confidence in his decision to go to war in front of his friends, and he continues to do the same in
front of a group of girlsiv. In both these instances, Ronnie emphasizes that he will be “on the front
lines, probably seeing a lot of action,” which both impresses the girls at the grocery store and
excites his male friends at the diner (Stone 19:15). He seems to be putting on a show of bravery
and confidence in describing the soldier he will become that he believes will truly make him a
man. Even in the face of Donna’s rejection, Ronnie responds with, “I don’t have time for that
stuff. You know, going to proms… There’s a lot of things to take care of before you go into the
Marines” (Stone 21:45). Here, he uses his fantasized identity as a Marine to justify rejection.
Ronnie’s manhood is built on the foundation of fantasy manufactured through a tailored
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narrative told to him ever since he was a child. In presenting himself like this in a public setting,
he fully engages with the myth of the war hero by building himself into the myth without
actually experiencing its realities.
Unlike the expected war hero arc, Kovic going to war is what breaks down his belief in
the myth of the war hero through the breakdown of his physical body. He gets to war, murders
innocent people, and gets shot and paralyzed, landing him in a hospital overseas which is where
the narrative breaks away from the expected myth.v While Kovic is at the Veterans hospital his
body represents the physical breakdown of soldier bodies from the war, yet he still operates on
the mindset that he will overcome this challenge, walk again, and embody the heroic male
standard he always thought he would.vi The scenes in the Veteran Hospital show Kovic in
exceptionally vulnerable and humiliating positions. Along with several other veterans, he gets his
bedpans changed by nurses to Van Morrison’s song “Brown Eyed Girl.” The song works to
emphasize the humiliation that Ronny feels in this situation as the upbeat song plays, referencing
brown eyes as the human stool is being washed out of their bedpans. As he lays naked and
vulnerable in front of a group of people, one of the nurses looks at him and says, “My man
Kovic, Mr. Fourth of July” (Stone 48:26). This comment is hugely ironic because it reminds
viewers of Ronnie’s expectations for his future and how wrong he was about his fantasized
future as a hero. This entire scene relies on irony to reveal the breakdown of Ronnie’s body in
his inability to clean or relieve himself but also the breakdown of the American masculine
standard that social conditioning has instilled in him throughout his entire life. It is within these
hospitals that Kovic transitions from “love or leave it, patriot, to a critic of the government,”
which is “directly related to the dehumanization and abandonment he experiences in these
hospitals” (Shor 381). Not until Kovic is completely dehumanized does he realize his role as a
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disposable being in the American narrative. In realizing this, he begins to break down and reject
the mythologized version of masculinity he once followed so closely.
This concept is again outlined in a moment alone in his bedroom, where Kovic looks at a
photograph of himself from his wrestling days. Here, he is forced to face his current, paralyzed
self-alongside his younger self who possesses all the potential to partake in the heroism of a
soldier.vii These realizations generate anger in Kovic that leads him into a downward spiral of
substance abuse and sexual frustration that causes him to “question the meaning of those myths
and authorities that previously convinced him of the innocence and the glory of America” (Shor
381). It is only after the physical breakdown of Kovic’s own body that he is able to break down
mythical ideologies instilled in him that have influenced his conception of masculinity. In
coming to terms with the unrealistic nature of the mythologized war narrative through the trauma
done to his body, Kovic is able to reconceptualize what it means to be a man in America. Using
the ideas of white traumatized masculinity presented in Chapter One, I move into Chapter Two,
discussing the ways these concepts affect the lives of Black women.
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Chapter Two: The Female Black Experience in Response to White Patriarchy in HBO’s
Lovecraft Country and Toni Morrison’s Home

Chapter 2 looks at HBO’s Lovecraft Country and Toni Morrison’s Home, jointly focusing
on the African American soldier experience in the Korean war. Unlike chapters 2 and 3, these
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two narratives include strong female experiences in response to the war and veteran
interference. Lovecraft Country is a modern intellectual horror, while Home is a classic
American novel; however, they both contrast the white veteran experience with the physical and
mental breakdowns of Black bodies in post-war America. While both works focus on
masculinity narratives, they also comment on the Black female experience, and the repercussions
of wartime fantasized masculinity.
With that understanding, I chose to focus primarily on the Black female experience in
response to the Black male soldier experience to highlight marginalized voices and comment on
the implications of the white patriarchy on Black men and women. Lovecraft Country inverts
gender expectations with strong female heroines while also implementing science fiction themes
to capitalize on the mythologizing of war narratives. In contrast, Home embodies a much more
traditional narrative; however, it also indulges in a type of mysticism through healing while
drawing on compelling female heroines. This contrast allows for an in-depth evaluation of how
gender roles jointly operate and interact. I structured the chapter to primarily focus on Toni
Morrison’s Home and use Lovecraft as a contemporary and experimental example of similar
themes present in Home’s narrative. Using Home as this chapter’s primary focus outlines the
historical legacy of the Black female experience while also recognizing a nontraditional way of
vocalizing similar themes reflected through Lovecraft. Because the white male perspective
monopolizes World War II and Vietnam narratives, this section focuses on Black male and
female narratives that recognize a strongly overlooked experience that diversifies our
understanding of fantasized masculinity with Black womanhood.
Prior to reading this chapter, it is important to outline a brief historical basis on Black
women’s education that has contributed to the ways Black women have been socially
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conditioned. Scholar Linda M. Perkins relays this concept in her work The Impact of the “Cult of
True Womanhood” on the Education of Black Women. This article discusses how Black female
education has evolved around the barriers of white patriarchy. Black women have historically
been left out of white female liberation in the nineteenth century that focuses on the “cult of true
womanhood.” This concept essentially defines the “true women” as having “innocence, modest,
piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity” (Perkins 18). As white women capitalized on this
concept, they developed schooling designed exclusively for white upper-class women. During
this same period, Black women also began exploring the potential for educational opportunities.
However, their focus was on the philosophy of race “uplift” (Perkins 19). The Female Literary
Association of Philadelphia, one of the first Black female educational societies, defined this as a
Black women’s:
Duty…as daughters of a despised race, to use [their] utmost endeavors to enlighten
understanding, to cultivate the talents entrusted to our keeping, that by so doing, we may
in a great measure, break down the strong barrier of prejudice, and raise ourselves to an
equality with those of our fellow being, who differ from us in complexion. (Reported in
the Liberator, December 1931cited by Perkins 19).
As this definition clarifies, Black women are burdened with the responsibility or pressures of
utilizing education, not for self-motivated educational pursuits but rather to deconstruct and
educate on racism. Although “racial uplift” technically included all educated Black people,
Perkins explains that this responsibility largely fell onto Black women, especially after the Civil
War.
Educational opportunities for Black men and women began to diverge, especially after
passing the fourteenth amendment in 1870 that allowed Black men the right to vote and not
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Black women (Perkins 23). Perkins cites author Anna Julia Cooper in stating that “[Black men
dropped back into sixteenth-century logic…[she feared] that the majority of colored men do not
yet think it worthwhile that women aspire to higher education” (Cooper, 1892, p. 75 cited by
Perkins 23). Perkins outlines how this increased sexism in Black communities, contributing to
Black women primarily getting jobs as teachers after receiving degrees of higher education in
contrast to their Black male constituents who pursued a variety of professional careers. All this is
to note the ways in which the history of Black female education in the face of the white
patriarchy and, conversely, Black male sexism contribute to how Black women feel responsible
for dismantling racism and protecting each other. Both female characters in Home and Lovecraft
Country experience the pressures of “racial uplift” as well as the “cult of true womanhood.” In
understanding the context in which these ideas come from, we can better understand how these
women have been affected by white patriarchy in conjunction with wartime narratives.
In this chapter, I begin by discussing the role of Frank Money, Cee’s older brother, who
is a veteran returning home after combat. I choose to first establish Frank as one of the forces
that implicitly affect Cee’s womanhood and development growing up. Katrina Harack,
in Shifting Masculinities and Evolving Feminine Power: Progressive Gender Roles in Toni
Morrison’s Home, addresses how the white gaze induces a double consciousness onto men of
color, resulting in “Black men adopting a white hegemonic view of masculinity, including its
regressive treatment of women” which contributes to Franks “difficulty viewing women as
autonomous” (Harack 3740). Frank Money is a product of the white patriarchy in that he adopts
the need to uphold white masculine values that not only include valuing strength and bravery but
also the understanding of women as less agentive. In Morrison’s narrative, she uses Frank to
highlight the implication of the white patriarchy on Black men and the need to craft new
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understandings of masculinity, especially Black masculinity. In first establishing the ways the
white patriarchy alters Frank, we are then able to recognize the ways Black women, in this
narrative Cee, are implicitly marginalized by these same forces.
With these concepts and keywords considered, Home opens with a dreamlike
retrospective of Frank and Cee as observers in an open field that connects adolescence with the
glorification of masculinity. They sit together and watch horses “crashing and striking” together,
noting in the opening line of the book, “they rose up like men. We saw them. Like men they
stood” (Morrison 3). Morrison places both Cee and Frank in the same field riddled with “scary
warning signs,” putting themselves in a position of potential violence or danger (Morrison 3).
The repetition and inversion of the sentence “they rose like men” to “like men they stood” places
emphasis on “like men,” which is the focus of this passage. Both Frank and Cee are looking for
examples of strength and masculinity, which they find in the violence between beings. This
opening highlights the dangers of war in connection to masculinity, the fear of being Black in
America in the 1950s, and the innocence of a child in understanding the latter two.
Like Slaughterhouse-Five and Born on The Fourth of July, Home emphasizes the prominence of
youth in its introduction. Frank notes, “Just kids we were. The grass was shoulder high for her
and waist-high for me, looking out for snakes… The reward was worth the harm…they stood
like men” (Morrison 3). Morrison repeats the phrase “they stood like men” several times
throughout the introduction emphasizing Frank’s fascination with identifying masculinity within
physically strong and powerful beings like the horses. This fascination with masculinity extends
to Cee as she sits next to Frank, also in awe of the fighting horses. Frank, as the narrator,
suggests the condoning of war and violence for the reward of masculinity when he notes they
were “looking out for snakes… The reward was worth the harm.” Even as young children, it is
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clear that “[standing] like men” is what grants an individual glory while also highlighting the
danger of violence in this pursuit. Being the younger sister of Frank, Cee looks up to him and, in
turn, comes to value the same things as he does, passing on his recognition of masculinity as
glorious in this opening scene.
This opening scene introduces how Morrison uses memory to express trauma in Frank’s
hyper-focus on the masculine horses in the field. While Frank and Cee are in the field in Chapter
1, they witness a Black man being buried seemingly by the men who murdered him. In this
moment of witnessing, “[Cee’s] whole body began to shake” while Frank “tried to pull her
trembling into [his] own bones because, as a brother four years older, [he] thought [he] could
handle it” (Morrison 4). Here, Frank attempts to absorb Cee’s trauma as a means of protection,
justifying his action by noting his role as an older brother. However, this exceptionally traumatic
moment gets undercut when he says, “I really forgot about the burial. I only remembered the
horses. They were so beautiful. So brutal. And they stood like men” (Morrison 5). This moment
highlights the gaps in the trauma narrative with the barriers present in finding language to talk
about trauma, seen in Frank’s negation of the burial memory to emphasize the glory of the horses
that “stood like men.” The horses are a metaphor for soldiers going to war and “crashing and
striking” together yet still “rising like men” while being watched by the younger generation to do
the same. Unlike before, Frank uses the adjectives “beautiful” and “brutal” to describe the
horse’s violence, suggesting his acceptance of violence as beauty and recognition of that
paradigm. This juxtaposition seems to forgive the violence to empower the beauty of performing
masculinity to be seen. In this case, he is the viewer, and the horses are the performers. He
aspires to hold that beauty in performing masculinity and being understood as beautiful and
manly.
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Patricia Hill Collins discusses the ways Black gender roles are considered the “deviants”
in conversation with white gender roles that ultimately contribute to Frank’s early
understandings of masculinity. Seeing a Black man die at the hand of a white man reinforces the
gender divergence Hill Collins highlights in her chapter “A Telling difference.” She explains that
“African Americans are thought to have women who are too strong and men who are too weak,”
which inverts the gender relationship between western conceptions of masculinity and femineity,
therefore, making Black men and Women “deviants” to the white standard (Hill Collins 74). As
Harack points out, Frank’s young age contributes to his focus on the horse’s strength and power
as a means to avoid dealing with his “own racialized worthlessness” (Harack 375). Considering
Harack’s perspective, I would also argue that Frank’s focus on the horses rather than the
murdered Black man rejects Black masculinity as a means to capitalize on white masculinity
through the strength and power of the horses. At this moment, Frank separates himself from a
racialized version of Black masculinity and shows his engagement with white masculine
standards moving forward in his life.
When Frank finds himself on a mission to return home, the narrator demonstrates Frank’s
experiences with PTSD, explaining the fragments of his traumatized memory that come back to
haunt him while he is sober. The narration reads: “he saw a boy pushing his entrails back in,
holding them in his palms…or he heard a boy with only the bottom half of his face intact, the
lips calling mama. He was stepping over them… to stay alive…They never went away, these
pictures. Except with Lily” (Morrison 20).viii In this chapter, from Frank’s perspective, Lily is not
her own character but rather she is a supplemental character to Frank when she is first introduced
by him, contributing to Haracks idea that Frank views women as dependent figuresix (Harack
374). Like Billy Pilgrim’s wife Valencia, Lily serves to satisfy a white masculine expectation of
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female partnership for Frank that transforms her womanhood into an abiding service role whose
whole purpose is to contribute to him. Harack points out that Frank views Lily as the “ideal
female” who is “vulnerable, nurturing and loving” --all the qualities of the “true women”-- while
also being the commodity that serves to sexually satisfy and nurture Frankx (Harack 377, Perkins
18). It is not until later in the narrative that Lily receives her own chapter, and this idea is
deconstructed. In first introducing Lily through the lens of Frank we see the way that Frank
capitalizes on white masculinity in his adulthood that contrasts stereotypical Black masculinity
as weak and inferior. Framing Lily’s womanhood through the lens of Frank, dispossesses her
humanity in stripping her down to an object that acts on Frank’s life without acting on her own.
This ultimately pushes Lily to uphold white feminine standards that align with Franks white
masculine attributes.xi Here Lily exists not only as a mechanism for Frank to forget his trauma
but also as a means for Frank to uphold white masculinity.
Later in the novel, Lily gets her own chapter where the narration flips between first
person and third person omniscient, which alters how we understand Lily’s agency and how she
acts as an object to Frank’s character. Again from Lily’s perspective, Chapter 6 explains the
inside dynamics of Frank and Lily’s relationship while they live together. Unlike Frank’s
rendition of their relationship, hers is non-romanticized. She outlines all the ways Frank’s PTSD,
laziness, and trauma responses strain their relationship and how she views him as a man. Frank’s
actions lead Lily to contemplate a life that is “Unobstructed and undistracted, she could get
serious and develop a plan to match her ambition and succeed” (Morrison 80). With Frank
falling short, Lily begins adopting masculine tendencies of ambition and personal success that do
not include Frank. Harack also highlights this moment, saying this counters “Franks PTSD,
alcoholism, and unwillingness to face his memories” (Harack 381). When Lily is given the
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opportunity to narrate her own chapter, Morrison emphasizes her identity and agency in her own
life that strongly contrasts Frank’s rendition of the story, dismantling Frank’s perpetuation of
masculinity onto Black women. Morrison introduces Lily with Frank’s first-person unreliable
narration to highlight the objectification of Black women as a supplement to fulfill white male
fantasy. Frank’s perspective grounds itself in the male gaze, morphing Lily’s identity into what
he wants her to be rather than who she authentically is. In contrast, Lily’s chapter is honest,
without morphing reality or Frank into something he is not, which is emphasized through the
reliability of her narration.
Expectations are subverted in Chapter Six when Lily is given a voice through first- and
third-person narration. Frank’s chapters suggest his fantasized understanding of identity and
manhood while emphasizing Lily’s confidence, personhood, and agency previously robbed from
her, reconceptualizing what it means to be masculine. Their strained relationship eventually leads
to their breakup, where Lily notices Frank leaves something for her “spread out on the side of the
bed where Frank had slept, the coins, cold and bright, seemed a perfectly fair trade. In Frank
Money’s empty space real money flittered. Who could mistake a sign that is clear? Not Lillian
Florence Jones” (Morrison 81). In this instance, Frank’s personhood is commodified into a
tangible currency that has the potential to aid Lily in her dreams of ambition and success. This
flips the dynamic of whose personhood supplements the other. Once again, Lily’s character
inverts gender roles by taking on Black male understandings of womanhood that Perkins
highlights in her article (Perkins 23). Through subverting gender expectations and transforming
Frank into a commodity, Lily takes on masculine characteristics that allow her to regain her
agency that went unnoticed from Frank’s perspective. Ultimately this rejects the performative
masculinity that Frank projects onto her womanhood.xii
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Unlike Lily and Frank, the sibling relationship between Frank and Cee diverts the
expectation of caregiving between men and women due to the absence of sexual desire within
their relationship. Frank contemplates his relationship with Cee with the knowledge that she is
sick in Chapter 3, thinking that “Maybe his life had been preserved for Cee, which was only fair
since she had been his original caring-for, a selflessness without gain or emotional profit”
(Morrison 35). Believing that his life has been “preserved” for the purpose of selflessly serving
parallels the ways in which women like Lily and Valencia from Slaughterhouse-Five are
depicted throughout their narratives. Both Lily and Valencia lack agency from the perspective of
their male partners, who, consciously or not, understand their identities as satisfying both a
sexual and protector element of performative masculinity for themselves. What differs in the
relationship between Cee and Frank is the absence of sexual desire. Frank notes explicitly that
caring for Cee is an act of selflessness “without gain or emotional profit.” Like Billy’s
relationship with Valencia, Frank’s relationship with Lily provides “emotional profit” in her role
of soothing his trauma so they can fulfill, or fail, in outward projections of masculine
expectations. Here, Frank is the protector rather than the protected that Harack points to in his
relationship with Lily (Harack 381). Gender roles are reversed between Frank and Lily; however,
in the non-sexual relationship between Cee and Frank, Frank capitalizes on his self-proclaimed
heroism as a man and as ab older brother that emphasizes his masculinity rather than takes away
from it.
Chapter Four is narrated by Cee, which gives readers the chance to understand her
perspective, granting her agency in her own story while also drawing parallels between her own
experience of trauma with that of soldiers. Readers are introduced to Cee as she sits in a bathtub
contemplating “Regrets, excuses, righteousness, false memory, and future plans mixed together
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standing like soldiers in line” (Morrison 43). Cee contemplates her hurtful past before Morrison
allows readers to understand what happened to her fully; all that is known is that she is extremely
sick. Like Frank, she has “Regrets, excuses, righteousness, false memory, and future plans mixed
together,” mimicking the side effects of PTSD melding the gendered experiences of Frank and
Cee together (Harack 373). Morrison suggests that Cee is also experiencing a type of PostTraumatic Stress brought on by trauma done to her body. Relating these feelings to “soldiers in
line” parallels Frank and Cee on an emotional level, equating Cee’s experiences with the pain
and trauma experienced by male soldiers, implying a connection in their gendered experiences.
We later find out that the man Cee works for, Dr. Beauregard, physically mutilates Cee’s body
and takes advantage of her ignorance. Morrison emphasizes the parallel between children and
adult experiences, most obviously through Frank going to war and prominently through Cee’s
early childhood experiences that push her to grow up too fast. This similarly follows the
trajectory of the “children’s crusade” discussed in Slaughterhouse-five.xiii In placing Cee in the
situation where she is taken advantage of by an educated white man, readers can understand the
ways white masculine power can be abused in relationships between young women, especially
young Black women.
The idea that Cee is exceptionally affected by her ignorance within her relationships with
men is rooted in her childhood growing up with the understanding that men are meant to protect
women. It is noted in Chapter 4 that Cee was “Watched, watched, watched by every grown-up
from sunrise to sunset and ordered about by not only Lenore but every adult in town” (Morrison
47). The repetition of “watched” here is reminiscent of early childhood protection by adults;
however, it seems to be tainted by her girlhood. She is constantly being pushed into a particular
way of existing and engaging in relationships with men. Here, Perkins’s explanation of Black
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female education again comes through in the concept of “true womanhood,” with one of its
defining features being innocence (Perkins 18).
For example, Cee marries a man named Prince, who we later find out “married her for an
automobile” (Morrison 49). Her childhood ignorance, she notes, allows her to fall victim to
Prince’s inauthenticity, blaming her decision to marry a materialistic social climbing man on the
ways she was treated by adults as a child. Like men who are sent off to war, Cee is commodified
into a being that serves a person in power, Prince, who ignores her lack of life experiences and
individual identity. Once again, the common thread of womanhood in relation to a sexual partner
continues in Cee’s relationship with Prince showing the consistency of white patriarchal values
influencing Black men in their relationships with women. Women become supplementary
characters to men, meant to serve and fulfill masculine standards, however here Morrison
challenges that idea in giving Cee her own narrative, perspective, and character dimensionality
that Valencia in Slaughterhouse-Five lacks. The standard that Morrison introduces through Cee’s
narrative is again referential to diverging from Black female expectations (Hill Collins 74). Cee’s
experiences with childhood conditioning of white masculinity can be traced back to the opening
scene of Frank and Cee in the field, This is where Cee comes to connect masculinity with
protection, defining her womanhood through the lens of white masculinity and in turn white
femineity.xiv
As a means to destabilize this narrative, Morrison uses Black womanhood as a power
while also rejecting the glorification of masculinity through Cee’s healing process after being
physically mutilated. Cee is put into the care of Miss Ethel to recover from Dr. Beau’s abuse;
however, Frank is deliberately excluded from this healing process, surrounding Cee with a
community of women to foster her healing. Frank explains, “he was blocked from visiting the
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sick room by every woman in the neighborhood… From [Jackie] he learned that they believed
his maleness would worsen her condition. She told him the women took turns nursing Cee, and
each had a different recipe for her cure. What they all agreed upon was his absence from her”
(Morrison 119). Once again, the narrative inverts masculinity, granting Miss Ethel the power to
care for Cee, stripping Frank of his self-proclaimed responsibility to “save” her himself.
Here, Frank’s title of “hero” is taken from him due to his manhood rather than
granted because of it. Frank’s manhood is noted as the one thing that would “would worsen her
condition,” highlighting the ways in which Frank has been plagued by white patriarchy to act on
masculinity in a way that harms women, especially Black women. Manhood is reimagined as a
plague rather than a source of strength, power, and radical violence in the name of heroism. In
plaguing manhood, women regain their ability to nurture and heal by cleansing their
surroundings of performative and fantasized white masculinity. The idea of exclusionary
gendered groups relates to sending men to war. Men were sent to war to “save” our country
while women stayed at home. Here, a community of women comes together to “save” Cee while
Frank, a man, remains on the outside. It is important to note, however, that Frank did physically
take her out of the home where she was being sexually abused, granting him a temporary
moment of outward heroism; however, it is not his masculinity but the rejection of it that
ultimately saves Cee. Cee’s healing with women underscores the hollowness of Frank’s knight in
shining armor moment in that he physically removes her from the situation but does not help at
all in the aftermath of healing. There is power within this enclosed group of women that allows
for Cee to heal outside of the implications of white masculinity.
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This community of women possess masculine characteristics that jointly strengthen their
agency while breaking down gender norms perpetuated through white masculinity. While Cee
heals the narrator notes that:
Cee was different. Two months surrounded by country women who loved mean had
changed her. The women handled sickness as though it were an affront, an illegal
invading braggart who needed whipping. They didn’t waste their time or the patients with
sympathy and they met the tears of suffering with resigned contempt. (Morrison 121)
For one of the first times in her life, Cee is met with women who carefully and lovingly take care
of her. Nevertheless, they do so in a “mean” non-sympathetic manner that does not tolerate
weakness nor consider her womanhood as something that implies fragility. Similar to social
expectations of masculinity, these women lack outward emotional expression; in fact, they “met
the tears of suffering with resigned contempt.” Harack explains that Black women are perceived
as “too powerful,” threatening Black male masculinity (Harack 376). Here, Morrison
deconstructs that concept in the appropriation of masculine attributes in women but also in
demonstrating that powerful women are not threatening but healing. Describing suffering as “an
illegal invading braggart” frames those who suffer as privileged. In calling those who suffer
outwardly “braggarts” there is a suggestion of vanity that should be met with shame in a world
filled with those who suffer. This again becomes more complex in the context of Black
femininity in that Black female pain has historically been undermined in medical and social
communities. Although these women reject “tears of suffering” and outward projections of pain,
they do everything in their power to heal one other in a caring community. This changes the
narrative of Black womanhood as something to fear and dismantle into something powerful and
healing.xv
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Morrison takes the inversion of masculinity and rejection of female abuse a step further
in glorifying the strength of womanhood despite white male invasion—literally with Dr. Beau
and abstractly in white patriarchy—through the parallels she draws between mother nature and
femininity. The final stage of Cee’s recovery requires her to open her legs to the sun for an hour
each day to “rid [her] of any remaining womb sickness” (Morrison 124). The highest power of
femininity can be connected to nature in that it is strong, powerful, fierce, and mean, while
simultaneously delicate, soft, intricate, and pure. Mother nature contains all the qualities of
strength and vulnerability, which provides the ultimate power for healing exclusively to
femininity. Sunlight is what plants need to grow, which is also what Cee needs to obtain
independence in growing outside of the need for male protection, which fosters her blind trust in
men. Although Cee is hesitant, Ethel tells her, “So far as I can tell every other time you opened
your legs you was tricked” (Morrison 124). Previously spreading her legs was linked to sexual
violations or misleading sexual encounters with Cee’s body by men who used her for personal
gain. Cee opening her vagina to the sun desexualizes, spreading her legs while transforming the
action into a source of power in capitalizing on her femininity and agency. She spreads her legs
not to sexually please a man and not as a source of commodity for a man to invade but rather to
heal and shine a light on the source of her womanhood that allows her to bloom.
Morrison continues the nature metaphor in Miss Ethel’s garden to parallel the ways in
which people need to be nurtured, protected, and loved in a world that is violent and arbitrary.
Miss Ethel is
An aggressive gardener, [she] blocked or destroyed enemies and nurtured plants… Her
garden was not Eden; it was so much more than that. For her the whole predatory world
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threatened her garden, competing with its nourishment, its beauty, its benefits, and its
demands. And she loved it. (Morrison 130)
The act of caring for and nurturing a growing being parallels human motherhood and mother
nature, both of which draw strength from the power of femininity. Through the metaphor of
Ethel’s garden, Morrison combines stereotypical female and male attributes that breaks down
traditional notions of binary social gendering and gendered responsibilities for nurturing others.
She “aggressively…blocked or destroyed enemies” while at the same time carefully nurturing
something that needs to grow and be protected, like Cee when she was healing. In this novel,
women take on “the masculine” and transform it for their own purposes to survive the same
masculinity that threatens their existence. Here, Morrison undermines racial gendering in calling
to question the qualities of white masculinity and the limitations that it places on Black
womanhood.xvi
After Cee heals, she comes to reject Frank’s protection when she realizes his heroism is
what makes her weak, ultimately rejecting white patriarchal standards. Through the healing
power of a female community, Cee realizes that “Frank alone valued her. While his devotion
shielded her, it did not strengthen her. Should it have? Why was that his job and not her own?”
(Morrison 129). Frank’s sole validation and protection mean nothing to Cee if she cannot protect
and validate herself, which she learns after being repeatedly violated by men. Cee could only
come to this understanding by healing in a space free from men who push her into a box that best
fits their desires, which includes Frank. Although Frank’s intentions seemed to be of brotherly
devotion and love, chasing a crafted, fantasized white standard of manhood inherently influenced
women around him, including Cee. Cee serves as a woman he can save, a person who can affirm
that he is a hero worthy of manhood despite his failures at war. Ultimately though, Frank is
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forced to come to terms with the fact that he cannot use Cee as a means to heal his failed
masculinity and trauma from war. In Frank’s need to be a hero, he robs Cee of being a hero for
herself without realizing the implication of his actions therefore the realities of the white
patriarchy come to plague Cee’s Black womanhood.
Similar to the dynamics of Morrison’s Home, HBO’s television series Lovecraft
Country deals with the effects of projecting a masculine fantasy onto Black women. In this
section, I look at Hippolyta Freeman’s character and her role in episode 7, “I Am.” Although this
portion of my thesis focuses primarily on Hippolyta, the series presents an excess of character
relationships to analyze in the context of gender. This section is included to show how
Morrison’s themes of the white patriarchy onto Black womanhood can be translated to the screen
and into the genre of science fiction. Bernard Beck in his work Our Kind of Town: The Chi,
Lovecraft Country, and Black Lives That Matter on the Home Screen, explains the ways that
Black culture has been othered through various media outlets while simultaneously being
appropriated by white media. African Americans, among other racial groups, challenge
America’s “homogeneous national identity” (Beck 190). Beck considers the ways
that Lovecraft is a “popular serial drama by and about Black individuals whose main characters
are serious and thoughtful, mature and capable” that highlight the failure of American
mainstream culture to recognize Black voices and stories (Beck 192).
The main character Tic, a Korean war veteran, experiences sexual relationships and
violence with a Korean woman that mirrors Frank Money, contributing to their traumatic
experiences upon returning home. Tic falls for a headstrong Black woman Letti, who takes on
masculine characteristics and refuses to be put in a box. Although different from Frank and
Lily’s relationship, there are similarities in the ways both Letti and Lily work against their
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partner’s fantasized masculinity and need for heroism that capitalizes on their individuality. In a
similar vein, Letti’s sister Rosetta gets involved in a relationship with who she thinks is a white
man named William, who is actually a woman named Catherine hidden underneath a man’s
literal skin through a magical spell. Catherine seeks to destroy the all-male order of magic men
she has been historically excluded from to empower herself and her magical abilities. In doing
so, she transforms Rosetta into the skin of a white woman so she can have her dream job at a
department store, only to come home and jointly shed their skin to each other while making love.
This series deals with not only heterosexual relationships but also homosexual relationships
through gender-bending with Rosetta and Catherine and outward male homosexuality with
Sammy and Montrose Freeman, Tic’s birth father. The series addresses many character
relationships of varying genders, races, and sexualities in the context of real-world post-war
America through the lens of magic, monsters, and fantasy. Although this only scratches the
surface of the myriad of characters that explore, challenge, and invert gender, it is crucial to
recognize that Hippolyta, the character addressed in this chapter, is not the only one addressing
themes race and gender throughout the series. As made evident through highlighting these
relationships, Lovecraft Country is a profoundly complex television series that has the potential
to be analyzed for a myriad of character relationships. For the purpose of this thesis, I have
chosen to focus on one character, Hippolyta, in one episode, “I Am.” to highlight the implication
of the white patriarchy on Black womanhood, also consistent in Morrison’s Home.
Hippolyta Freeman is married to George Freeman and is the mother to Dee and the Aunt
to Tic, which come to define her identity despite her being an intelligent, curious, and
mathematically gifted. Once again, returning to the concept Linda Perkins introduces in The
Impact of the “Cult of True Womanhood” on the Education of Black Women, Hippolyta is an
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educated woman who gets thrown to the sidelines when she falls into the template of wife to an
educated Black man. Through the first portion of the series, Hippolyta demonstrates her
intelligent attributes in helping George with his guide, The Safe Negro Travel Guide, as he
traverses the country searching for safe routes for Black people to take when traveling. At the
same time, Hippolyta stays home and cares for their family. Prior to episode 7, “I Am.” George
dies on what Hippolyta believes is a travel trip that was actually a quest to find Tic’s missing
father. On this quest, George, Tic, and Letti discover magic, monsters, and horrors that plague
their lineage and nation. Hippolyta is skeptical of Tic and Letti’s explanation of George’s death
and decides to embark on answers for herself. The beginning of Episode 7, “I Am.” opens with
Hippolyta’s journey to find the truth about her husband after being denied truthful answers from
her loved ones. The only clue she has is an old orrery, which she tinkers with and gets to work
again. This orrery reveals a set of coordinates that she believes will give her more answers about
George. With that information, she tells her daughter that she is leaving to complete the travel
guide. She mimics George’s old traditions and shared passion for discovery and adventure as she
does this. Already we see how Hippolyta takes on George’s attributes in his absence. However, it
is important to note that she only takes on these attributes in his absence, calling to question the
constraints that her relationship with George put on her.
Hippolyta’s attempt to discover the truth about George causes her to take on the
traditional role of protector, mirroring Cee’s transformation in Home. In her pursuit to find the
truth, Hippolyta arrives at her first destination, which is an observatory. She finds a way to jumpstart the control panel at the observatory, which sets everything into motion. After Hippolyta
starts the contraption, the police show up and physically and verbally assault Hippolyta. Right as
things escalate, Tic interjects himself, only exacerbating the situation to a full-on physical fight
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between himself, Hippolyta, and the police. Tic comes in as the attempted “hero” to save
Hippolyta, who has traditionally taken the caretaker role in their relationship. However, in this
scene, the roles are inverted, similar to the ways Frank and Cee and Frank and Lily invert their
gender roles. Hippolyta shoots the officer, surprised at herself for the act of violence she partakes
in (Green 29:43). Like the women in Home, Hippolyta takes on the role of protector in doing
everything in her power to protect herself and Tic. Once again, like in Home, Hippolyta takes on
masculine attributes to protect herself against the masculinity that threatens her safety. In doing
so, she simultaneously becomes the hero of this situation, taking that title away from Tic and
inverting expectations of male-saviorship. Immediately following, both Tic and Hippolyta get
sucked into a time vortex that rips open when Hippolyta starts the machine. The portal opening
serves as the beginning marker of Hippolyta’s realization of how her growth as an individual has
been stunted by race and masculinity. It also marks the beginning of her journey of selfdiscovery and Black female empowerment outside of the realities of the male patriarchy in the
real world.
Lovecraft Country dismantles the barrier between reality and science fiction in warping
time, dimension, and reality. Through Hippolyta’s transcendence into the vortex, she breaks
away from social notions of womanhood and pressures of fantasized masculinity that allow her
to explore her identity. Like the community Black women build in Home, this science fiction
universe operates outside the white patriarchy. Catherine Rottenberg, in her book, Performing
Americanness: Race, Class, and Gender in Modern African-American and Jewish-American
Literature, explores the concept of “the New Negro female ideal” and the focus on Black female
communities that contribute to the journey Hippolyta is about to embark on (Rottenberg cited by
Harack 385). Rottenburg explains, as cited by Harack, that the “New Negro female” was “an
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asexual and politically active role…[who dedicates] herself to the advancement of the race and
not to self-exploration or self-empowerment” (Harack 385). Harack explains that this concept
grew out of gender relationships in Black communities that excluded women from male spaces.
This fostered segregation between Black men and women, accentuating restrictive gender norms
(Harack 386). Arguably, Morrison’s Home and HBO’s Lovecraft Country completely reinvent
the “New Negro female” and the spaces where women come together as a community exclusive
from male intervention. In Lovecraft, Hippolyta enters a fantasized universe outside of reality
that allows her to escape social expectations of her Black womanhood. Hippolyta engages with
all-female communities within these various universes that liberate her from social expectations
rather than enforce them in the way Rottenberg explains. Inversely using Black female
communities as a source of power rather than oppression, Lovecraft inverts the traditional
narrative and frames Black female communities as a source of “self-empowerment” and “selfexploration.”
In this new universe, Hippolyta wakes up in a futuristic jail cell under the authority of a
giant robot-looking Black woman seemingly holding her captive. When she wakes up, she is
entirely naked, suggesting a type of rebirth or innocence in a new landscape while also a
shedding of skin from her previous life on Earth. After attempts to break out of the unknown
holding room, Hippolyta is met again with the same otherworldly Black woman who tells her,
“You’re not in prison, where do you want to be…Name yourself” (Green 34.32). After
Hippolyta responds with laughter and questions, the woman probes her, stating “Where do you
want to be? Name it. Who do you want to be? Name it. Name it” (Green 34.43). The seriousness
of naming is called to question in this moment, forcing Hippolyta to think deeply about the place
in time she finds herself in and predominantly about who she is outside the confines of time. The
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trusting relationship Hippolyta is forced to have with the otherworldly Black women parallels the
trust Cee is also forced to take in the care of Mrs. Ethel in Home despite the unease she initially
feels.
The first place Hippolyta transports herself to is on stage alongside Josephine Baker, a
famed Black French dancer, and singer from the 20s. Immediately, Hippolyta is hated by the
Black female cast but quickly bonds with them all as they continue performing and partying
together. This Black female dance team parallels the Black female community present
in Home that works to heal Cee that Rottenberg and Harack reference. In a similar fashion, this
dance community comes to play a role in Hippolyta’s later revelations about the implications that
white masculinity, racism, and sexism have on her individual identity.
In line with the Black female community present in Home, Hippolyta undergoes similar
treatment in that these women do not sympathize with or coddle her. They simply demand that
she does better. Harack’s understanding of Black male fear of Black female power is rejected
here as the narrative capitalizes on Black female power without fear of emasculating Black men
(Harack 376). For the first time, Hippolyta engages with an all-female community that bases
themselves on their ability to perform and be loved by the crowd. In a way, the very act of
performing commodifies themselves outwardly on stage while providing an intimate community
behind the curtain that allows them to embrace their Black womanhood. Again, like Home, the
only place that Black women feel safe and protected in literal spaces or communities are places
that operate outside white patriarchal values. Here, the narrative engages with levels of
distancing from trauma that is widely used in trauma fiction. Similar to Charles Harris’s analysis
applied in Chapter One to discuss Slaughterhouse-Five, this episode uses the fantasized world
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that Hippolyta falls into to find the language to express the trauma that she undergoes as a result
of white patriarchy.
With the help of Josephine in this fantasized reality, Hippolyta is able to vocalize the
ways in which racism, specifically gendered racism, has taken away from her ability to grow.
One night at the dance club, Hippolyta and Josephine discuss what it means to be free. Josephine
tells Hippolyta, “I feel like the stars in the black of space. Magnificent, ancient, and already
extinguished…You found that same thing in yourself, haven’t you?” (Green 39.16). Here,
Josephine, as a literal performer, “shines light” on the idea of burning out. As a dancer, she
stands on stage and performs with the intention of being wanted and pleasing viewer
expectations, like the ways Hippolyta was acting in her life down on Earth. Both women act for
the white gaze and behave by society’s rules in their expression of female Blackness. The very
nature of performing is intrinsically linked with likability and entertainment that Black women
fall victim to in their everyday lives, exemplified by Hippolyta. Josephine’s star metaphor not
only applies to her career as a dancer but also symbolizes the performative elements of race and
gender off stage that specifically apply to Black womanhood. Being a Black woman comes with
preconceived social expectations that force women of color to perform their identity to white
people rather than authentically exist in society. Because social rules of race and gender have
been formulated by white patriarchy, women of color are pressured to exist for the white male
gaze.
After hearing Josephine out, Hippolyta gets the chance to vocalize how this fantasized
experience has shaped a new perspective of her identity. Hippolyta responds to Josephine,
saying, “Now that I’m tasting it… Freedom… like I’ve never known before, I see what I was
robbed of back then. All those years, I thought I had everything I ever wanted only to come here
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and discover that all I ever was, was the exact kind of Negro woman white folks wanted me to
be. I feel like they just found a smart way to lynch me without me noticing the noose” (Green
40:13). In a much more explicit fashion, Hippolyta expresses the realization that her life is a
compilation of performances for everybody other than herself. Similar to Cee, Hippolyta, within
the confines of an all-Black female space, finds the language to talk about the implication of
forced white expectations projected onto women of color. Society forces groups, in this example,
Black women, to uphold a forced, fabricated identity as those who share their same race or
gender, dehumanizing these groups into crafted pieces in a social white patriarchal machine.
Like fantasized masculinity, there is a performance element for Black women affected by social
factors such as racism or white patriarchy. These social factors force Black women to fulfill the
expectations of white people that allow them to operate within society.
Hippolyta’s realization translates into anger towards white people while also applying a
level of responsibility to herself for allowing white social expectations to shrink her. Later in the
conversation, Hippolyta says, “Sometimes I just want to kill white folks… and it’s not just them.
I hate me. Hate me. For letting them make me feel small…” (Green 41:06). Her reaction to
realizing the social forces that have pushed her to be detached from herself is violence,
specifically “killing.” This kind of reaction references stereotypical masculine responses,
inverting not only white gender expectations but the character expectations of Hippolyta. This
concept is reinforced in the context of a Korean war narrative, mimicking a soldier’s response.
Similar to Sarah, Ethel, and the other women caring for Cee in Home, Hippolyta takes a similar
approach in how she understands her role in falling victim to racism and sexism. In both
narratives, Black women want to take responsibility for the faults of individual white people but
also the implication of white patriarchy on Black identity. Hippolyta goes as far to say “it’s not
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just them. I hate me. Hate me. For letting them make me feel small.” The language “letting
them” suggests that she makes a conscious decision to accept white expectations of Black
womanhood, which, in turn, implies her individual responsibility to see this kind of
marginalization and reject it. There is an indication in both Home and Lovecraft that Black
women have always been subjected to this treatment, therefore the failure to recognize or submit
to it in the context of their own lives makes it their own fault for accepting it.
After Hippolyta’s experience with the dancers, she transports into a different world where
she embodies an African female warrior. Here, she encounters a woman named Nawi, the leader
of a female warrior tribe. Hippolyta finds herself at the center of a circle surrounding these
female warriors. Right as she arrives Nawi, the leader makes a speech saying:
When you fall to the ground in defeat you may find yourself asking, why am I here? Why
should I get up when I know Nawi is a great warrior and I cannot win? Well, I will tell
you why you’re here and why you must get up. You are here because you did not believe
them. Your whole life, they told you you were free, and when they said that, they meant
you were free to cook their food, free to raise children, their children, free to work for
them. They even lied to you and told you you were free to run the world. But it is still
their world. You are here because you knew that all they offer was the freedom that a
well-kept slave could ever ask for (Green 42:57).
This speech, very similar to that of Josephine Baker, indirectly highlights the injustices of racism
against Black women, encouraging the circle of women to break out of this cycle of abuse and
capitalize on their strength. This speech inspires Hippolyta to grow her own strength and focus
on the anger she feels in discovering how she has been manipulated by white patriarchy for so
long without realizing it. Nawi’s speech parallels Hippolyta’s revelation when she is with
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Josephine, which shows how these feelings are universal among Black women across histories
and cultures. Expressing the concept that “your whole life they told you you were free”
highlights how white patriarchy systemically comes to influence the lives of Black women,
robbing them of their freedom without being noticed.
In this scene, Hippolyta undergoes a transition from herself into a skilled warrior, which
fulfills the expectation that Nawi sets out for these women in her ability to overcome all odds
and win, deconstructing the image of a well-kept submissive woman. Hippolyta’s anger
motivates her to learn to fight from Nawi and the warrior women, which eventually leads her to
defeat Nawi in a fight and become the new leader of the tribe. This scene engages with Black
female violence, rejecting the conventional narrative of respectable, nonviolent, complacent
Black women who are “free to raise [white] children’’ and “free to work for [white people]”
(Green 42:57). The battle that takes place between Nawi and Hippolyta symbolizes Hippolyta’s
growth and ability to gain power through perseverance. The violence that occurs between the
women is reminiscent of the male qualities women take on in Home as a means to reject white
patriarchy and protect themselves.
This scene presents viewers with graphic fighting scenes where the band of Black warrior
women violently decapitate, stab, mutilate and kill white men in a head-on battle scene, bringing
to life the stereotypes presented by Harack that suggest the dangers of Black female power
(Harack 376). Taking ownership of this prejudice demonstrates the ways Black women challenge
the system that white patriarchy instills. Here, Black womanhood is not afraid to be dangerous
and in doing so, reclaims their agency and rejects the marginalization men put them through.
Although this violence is graphic, the women remained composed, eloquent, and fierce, making
this kind of destabilization of earthly white patriarchal power easily achievable in the power they
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have harnessed in a community of Black women. The juxtaposition of violence and beauty again
parallels Ethel’s garden and the need for Black women to engage with male attributes to protect
themselves and ultimately dismantle hurtful gender and racial constructs.
After realizing the injustices done to her with Josephine and harnessing power with Nawi,
Hippolyta turns away from fantasy and returns to a simulation of her own life in her relationship
with her husband to directly face the ways traumatized masculinity has invaded her identity.
Following the warrior scene, Hippolyta detaches herself from the violence of battle and calls out,
“I am Hippolyta. George’s wife” (Green 46:58). In the scene prior, Hippolyta undergoes a
radical psychological transformation with which she engages with long-suppressed anger and
violence towards white America. Yet, here she returns to a moment of comfort as “George’s
wife.” Here she is, not just Hippolyta, but she is “Hippolyta, George’s wife,” which takes her
back to the start, where her identity operates under the title of a man. However, this tension is
only temporarily masked by Hippolyta’s excitement to see her dead husband. In placing
Hippolyta back into a real-life simulation, the abuses, she has endured become a reality.
Reverting Hippolyta to her old ways in her trusting relationship with her husband makes it clear
how easy it is to return to cycles of injustice in one’s own life. In the presence of the person she
loves, George, she once again becomes blind to the patriarchal factors of male and female
relationships that contribute to her “shrinking.”
Although Hippolyta temporarily returns to a cycle of identity loss at the hands of a man,
she quickly realizes how her loving relationship has caused her suffering. George looks at
Hippolyta and says, “After all your adventures, everything you saw, you still named yourself my
wife” (Green 48:43). Immediately Hippolyta’s disposition changes, and the tension between
them prevails. In George’s response, he frames the narrative around himself and their

O’Scannlain 58
relationship by noting all her impossibly incredible adventures, only to undercut them with his
main focus: “and you still name yourself my wife.” Including a moment where Hippolyta’s guard
is down and showing her reversion back to the identity that she despises reminds viewers how
easy it is to return to a life of passivity and familiarity. This moment is uncomfortable because
George is an ethically moral character who treats Hippolyta with grace and love. The viewer’s
inclination is to view George as separate from the problem that Hippolyta faces. Perhaps this is
the exact purpose of this interaction. Showing the ways a kind, loving Black man contributes to
the problem of marginalizing someone he loves, such as his wife, shows the larger responsibility
Black men have. However, also the responsibility white men and women have to recognize the
role they play in the persecution of Black women. Recognizing the ways white patriarchy
impedes not only Black women but also influences Black men shows the ways Black women are
suppressed. This also highlights the need for universal reflection on the ways white patriarchy is
inherently ingrained in people and how even Black men can benefit from it. Chapter Three takes
the concepts of myth, and white patriarchy in exploring masculinity redeemed through violence.
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Chapter Three: Masculinity Redeemed Through Violence in Martin Scorsese’s Taxi
Driver and Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns
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Chapter Three focuses on the film Taxi Driver and the popular comic The Dark Knight
Returns that jointly present masculinity as “heroism” in conversation with wartime America,
contributing to fantasized reality and unrealistic male expectations. Taxi Driver’s Travis Bickle
is an ex-marine living in New York in the mid-70s who embodies the failure of American
masculinity after Vietnam. Bickle’s character interacts with the real world, however, he mentally
lives in his head, where he crafts his own version of reality to reclaim his masculinity. In
contrast, The Dark Knight Returns is a larger-than-life superhero narrative that takes place in the
80s post-Vietnam. The Dark Knight Returns in contrast to Taxi Driver, is entirely fictional,
however, they are similar in the sense that Bruce Wayne lives in the “real world of Gotham city”
while also taking on the fantastic identity of Batman. Both Bruce Wayne and Travis Bickle
engage with violent tendencies and explore how their violence contributes to society’s version of
masculinity in conversation with heroism. Although they both seem to be exploring heroism and
violence, Bickle ends up capitalizing on violence as a means to reclaim his masculinity, while
Bruce Wayne ultimately rejects it. These works reinforce masculinity redeemed through
violence, with male figures feeling called to rise and overcome impossible odds to “save”
society. These works indulge in and critique the version of masculinity crafted in post-war
America.
It is important to note that film, unlike literature, has access to various tools that allow for
different approaches to discussing trauma. The medium of film lends itself to Scorsese’s
expression of Travis’s mental state which helps viewers understand the ways Travis engages
with the real world while simultaneously crafting a romanticized version of reality in his head. A
main theme in this narrative is the distinction between reality and fantasy and how Scorsese blurs
the line between those realms. In blurring the lines between fantasy and reality, viewers are both

O’Scannlain 61
able to understand Travis’s individual mental state while also coming to understand the ways
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder functions. As an ex-marine returning home, Travis can be
understood as a character who recognizes the failure of American Masculinity through his
experiences in Vietnam. This prompts him to build his own version of masculinity that he can
control and achieve, which viewers see as the film unfolds.
The opening scene of Taxi Driver introduces ideas of fantasy that suggest the
unreliability of the narrative, which establishes the basis of the reliability of the storyline for the
rest of the film. The movie opens with a yellow taxi driving through a cloud of smoke to heavy
anticipatory music (Scorsese 1.26).xvii

However, after the smoke completely takes over the screen and the taxi moves out of the frame,
the visual cuts to Travis Bickle’s eyes which are lit up by red and white street lights as he moves
through the city inside the cab (Scorsese 1.11).
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Opening with a taxicab in a high-tension environment prepares viewers for a
disagreement or strife to follow that is in some way associated with the image of a taxi. This
opening scene takes a mundane and ordinary image, the yellow taxicab, and mystifies it to
connect it to something larger than what it is. After the cab moves off-screen, the music takes a
significant turn, shifting to a jazzy, dreamlike melody that strongly contrasts the anticipatory
drum-based music right before.
The following scene of Travis’s eyes juxtaposes the taxi, disassociating Travis with the
type of evil or danger introduced in the scene prior. However, the color of his face is constantly
being distorted by the city lights, foreshadowing the multiple personalities Travis takes on later
in the film as a result of outside forces. This causes viewers to question Travis’s integrity and the
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reliability of the film (Scorsese 1.11).

In a similar fashion, Travis’s eyes are changing based on the outside light, suggesting the
malleability of his character through social expectations or outside judgments reflected onto him
that become a part of how he projects himself. The juxtaposing scenes, fluctuating auditory
clues, and visual references to illusion culminate here to destabilize the narrative as unreliable.
With that, viewers can interpret Travis as operating within the parameters of fantasy rather than
reality. This again deals with Anne Whitehead’s understanding of “trauma fiction” that she
explains in her book Trauma Fiction. Taxi Driver operates within the parameters of trauma
fiction, which explains its implementation of various aesthetic choices like the constant changes
in Travis’s face and the mystical nature of the taxi coming out of a cloud of smoke. These
choices destabilize the narrative as a means to express trauma and blur the line between reality
and fantasy.
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The film reinforces narrative unreliability through visual and auditory indicators while
also using Travis’s inner monologues to do the same. Throughout the film, Travis has inner
monologue moments where he records his thoughts from his perspective. In one of the first
entries, Travis says: “12 hours of work, and I still can’t sleep… damn… days go on and on and
they just don’t end. All my life needed was a sense of some place to go and don’t believe that
one should devote his life to morbid self-attention. I believe that someone should become a
person like other people” (Scorsese 10:49). Travis returns to a city after the war that is likely
unrecognizable to him, he floats along in his taxi, but nothing changes from day to day, his
identity is solely Travis Bickel, the taxi driver. He is not a hero, and people do not seem to care
that he was a marine. In this inner monologue, he claims that nobody should devote themselves
to “morbid self-attention,” which is why he drives at night; however, it seems more accurate to
recognize how he avoids being alone with his thoughts because of his experiences with crippling
loneliness. He claims to reject “morbid self-attention” to give himself a standard of manhood to
live up to that is selfless, also granting himself the fulfillment of a moral standard. Paradoxically
however, he seems to indulge in “morbid self-attention.” In saying, “I believe that someone
should become a person like other people,” he emphasizes the importance of figures to look up
to and mirror, which we have seen in Born on the Fourth of July’s Ron Kovic looking up to JFK.
The craving for a male role model was strong after American failure in Vietnam, which is clear
in Travis. People lost trust in the government and the system, leaving the American people with
weak leadership and no real role models for the masculine standard. Travis’s vocalization of the
need to be selfless and mirror other people foreshadows his eventual character changes
throughout the film, showing his struggle to fulfill a masculine standard.
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Amy Aronson and Michael Kimmel’s chapter “The Saviors and the Saved: Masculine
Redemption in Contemporary Films” in Peter Lehman’s book Masculinity: Bodies, Movies,
Culture unpack the ways masculinity expresses itself in film. Kimmel and Aronson establish one
of America’s most prominent cultural tropes, which is that women provide a transformative
power to men through their love (Aronson and Kimmel 44). However, they clarify that it is not a
women’s ability to love that transforms “bad boys” into respectable men, but rather it is their
innocence that gives rise to male transformation. The prevalence of women portrayed as innocent
in the film became less reliable as white feminism came to destabilize white women as innocent
figures that crossed over into cinematic expressions of femineity. Because women no longer
upheld the standard of innocence to affirm manhood, film adapted children to take on the role of
innocent companion that came to transform men (Aronson and Kimmel 44). In this chapter, I
outline how the film Taxi Driver indulges in both these cultural tropes in Travis’s attempt to
reclaim his masculinity through his sexual interest in Betsy and, secondarily, his asexual
obsession with saving 12-year-old Iris. Taxi Driver’s indulgence in both these transformative
narratives mimics the way films express male transformation first through sexual relationships
into relationships of innocence with children. Kimmel and Aronson explain, “Women can no
longer be counted on to transform bad men into good men, since they have abandoned their
natural roles” stresses the ways social movements have shifted the ways femineity is expressed
(Aronson and Kimmel 46). In showing the new ways that women can express their gender roles
detached from serving men in their development, the film questions how men can grow without
using women.
At the beginning of the film, as noted above, Travis attempts to reclaim his masculinity
through a sexual relationship with Betsy. In Travis’s attempt to achieve a self-proclaimed
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standard of masculinity, he becomes fixated on Betsy, whom he sees while driving his cab.
Richard Blake, in his article “Inside Bickle’s Brain: Scorsese, Schrader, and Wolfe on
Psychological Realism,” even questions the reliability of Betsy and Travis’s interactions in the
first place. He considers the notion that Travis simply watches her from his cab and fantasizes
their date after initially getting rejected by Betsy, a beautiful professional campaign worker. He
argues that it is “possibly her forceful rejection that lends substance to Travis’s fear of what
would happen if he actually did try to engage with her or any other woman” (Blake 141). Blake’s
understanding of Travis’s crafted sense of reality matches Aronson and Kimmel’s conception of
the new woman in the film who frees herself from male expectations and peruses independence
and success. However, this also means that Betsy fails at redeeming Travis’s masculinity which
causes Travis to indulge in the world of fantasy.
In the first portion of the film, Travis expresses his masculinity through his sexuality,
admiring and attempting to court Betsy despite most of their relationship taking place in the
realm of disillusion in Travis’s mind. This concept can best be understood by closely reading a
scene in the film. In reality, Travis’s understanding of Betsy’s character is holistically based on
the narrative he formulates for himself through visuals. Watching her from the window in his
taxicab, his interior monologue notes, “she is wearing a white dress. She appears like an angel
out of this filthy mess. She is alone. They cannot touch her” (Scorsese 10.58).
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The ominous “they” seems to be what he references earlier in another interior monologue as “All
the animals come out at night. Whores, skunk pussies, buggers, queens, fairies, dopers, junkies,
sick, venal,” seemingly the same people that the government fails to protect people like Betsy
from (Scorsese 6:49). In identifying an enemy through the impersonal pronoun “they,” he crafts
a threat to Betsy’s safety which simultaneously creates a “purpose” for himself. Travis projects
the image of the woman he needs Betsy to be for him to save her from a society that will corrupt
her “goodness.” From the viewpoint of his cab, he can look at Betsy like a blank canvas and
mold her identity to be that of the “perfect” woman that is both innocent and pure. However,
again returning to the concept of innocence concerning women, Travis tells himself the narrative
that she is pure so he can use her to further his masculinity. Here, he indulges in an American
cultural trope consistent in media that puts women into a box. However, none of this is authentic
in that Travis has no idea who Betsy is or if she is a good person or not. Instead, he projects his
version of reality onto her from the safety of his cab, so he can live in a false reality that fits into
a heroic version of himself.
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After crafting a narrative for himself and Betsy by watching her from his cab, the
narrative continues helping Travis build his fantasy of masculinity. When Travis meets Betsy, he
tells her,
I think you’re a lonely person. I drive by this place a lot, and I see you here. I see a lot of
people around you, and I see all these phones and stuff on your desk that mean
nothing…I saw in your eyes, I saw in the way you carried yourself that you’re not a
happy person. I think you need something. (Scorsese 22.17)
Again, it is unclear if this actually occurs or if it is a figment of Travis’s imagination, as Blake
argues. However, even if expressed through fantasy, Travis lives out his masculinity. Travis
suggests that he is Betsy’s “missing piece” and that he is the “something” that will make her
happy. He wants to “save” her from a dull, repetitive lifestyle that American society seems to be
operating within. In his repetition of “I see” he presents himself as a figure who is all-knowing
and understanding of Betsy’s character in claiming he understands the dangers of a society that
she needs protection from. The repetition of “I see” dually functions as a reminder that he only
“knows” Betsy from watching her. Similar to Frank and Lily’s relationship in Home and Billy
and Valencia’s in Slaughterhouse-Five, Betsy serves as a commodity in Travis’s masculinity
narrative without fully acknowledging who she is apart from how her character aids him. Once
again, the male gaze is implemented as a tool to bend female characters into props serving men
in their pursuit of performing masculinity. However, in using the implementation of fantasized
reality, Scorsese highlights the real agency of Betsy as a woman outside the cultural tropes of
womanhood that Travis operates within. In Travis’s willingness to go out of his way to protect
Betsy, he attempts to redeem his masculinity. However, this projection of masculinity untimely
fails because Betsy does not abide by the gender constraints Travis puts onto her.
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After being rejected by Betsy, Travis undergoes a character transformation that shifts his
focus from masculinity redeemed through sexuality onto a “holistic” or non-sexual role of
protector of innocence through 12-year-old Iris. Travis first encounters Iris, a young prostitute,
while she is physically assaulted by an older man when he is still with Betsy. After being paid
off by the young women’s assailant, Travis drives away without much thought. However, after
undergoing a character transformation brought on by Betsy’s rejection, he encounters the young
girl again. He vows to himself to protect her, mirroring the declarative nature of how he said he
would save Betsy after seeing her through his cab window, stating, “My life has taken another
turn again. The days move along with regularity, over and over. One day indistinguishable from
the next, a long continuous chain and suddenly there is a change” (Scorsese 53.50). This inner
monologue directly mirrors the same thoughts he expresses while he watches Betsy,
foreshadowing a similar infatuation and similar character goals through a different vehicle, Iris.
Again, he emphasizes the monotony of the every day that is interrupted by a self-crafted call to
action to be a savior. To escape the monotony of everyday life, Travis brings himself into the
world of self-delusion by constructing a purpose for himself that allows him to capitalize on his
masculinity. Travis’s lack of attention when first encountering Iris to this sudden extreme
“change” emphasizes the drastic nature of his transition, capitalizing on the malleability of his
character by outside influences. As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, Travis uses the
innocence of a child, Iris, to craft himself into a worthy and good man (Aronson and Kimmel
44). The mirroring of his inner monologues when encountering both Betsy and Iris highlight the
cyclical nature of failed masculinity through self-delusion and the inherent instability of chasing
the masculine standard.
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While Travis attempts to “save” Iris, he also begins engaging with greater public
protection in plotting against presidential candidate Palantine fostering the transition of Travis
exploring violence as a means to reclaim his masculinity. Blake points out that Travis sees
Senator Palantine as a “rival for Betsy’s attention” (Blake 142). Both Travis and Palantine have
plans to “clean up the city,” both of which would presumably protect Betsy and Iris. In viewing
Palantine as a competitor in male saviorship, Travis plots to kill him. In this next stage of
transformation, Travis begins dressing like a cowboy, also marking a psychological transition. In
Travis’s persona as “cowboy protector,” he gains agency through weaponry, suggesting stability
gained through inflicting violence onto others. With his plotting Palantine again in mind, Travis
decides to buy a diverse range of guns and knives that he learns how to shoot and carefully hides
in pockets in his new cowboy attire. Travis not only feels the need to collect weaponry for his
call to action, but he notes to himself, “I got to get in shape now. Too much sitting has ruined my
body. Too much abuse has gone on for too long… no more destroyers of my body. From now on
it’ll be a total organization” (Scorsese 58.25). He becomes obsessive, crafting the perfect outfits,
developing shooting skills, and working out to regain control of his body and outward
projections of himself. This crafts the perfect rise to heroism montage in the film, which again
calls to question the if any of this happened in real life (Black 143). In crafting this new
character, he emphasizes using weapons and getting physically stronger, both of which prepare
him to exercise violence to regain control and power. Travis works to redeem his masculinity
through violence, the masculinity he fell short of in Vietnam, and again in returning home and
being rejected by Betsy. However, now, through his fantasized character choice of embodying
the cowboy to save Iris and remove the threat of Palatine, he hopes to transform into a man
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worthy of Betsy. In doing so, he would erase the past to create a new future for himself as a
triumphant hero.
While Travis attempts to “save” Iris, he also begins engaging with greater public
protection in plotting against presidential candidate Palantine, fostering the transition of Travis
exploring violence as a means to reclaim his masculinity. Blake points out that Travis sees
Senator Palantine as a “rival for Betsy’s attention” (Blake 142). Travis and Palantine have plans
to “clean up the city,” both of which would presumably protect Betsy and Iris. In viewing
Palantine as a competitor in male saviorship, Travis plots to kill him. In this next stage of
transformation, Travis begins dressing like a cowboy, also marking his psychological transition.
In Travis’s persona as “cowboy protector,” he gains agency through weaponry, suggesting
stability gained through inflicting violence onto others. With his plan to kill Palantine in mind,
Travis decides to buy a diverse range of guns and knives that he later learns to shoot and
carefully hides in pockets in his new cowboy attire. Travis not only feels the need to collect
weaponry for his call to action, but he notes to himself, “I got to get in shape now. Too much
sitting has ruined my body. Too much abuse has gone on for too long… no more destroyers of
my body. From now on it’ll be a total organization” (Scorsese 58.25). He becomes obsessive,
crafting the perfect outfits, developing shooting skills, and working out to regain control of his
body and outward projections of himself. This crafts the perfect rise to heroism montage in the
film, which again calls to question if any of this happened in real life (Black 143). In crafting this
new character, he emphasizes using weapons and getting physically stronger, both of which
prepare him to exercise violence to regain control and power. Travis works to redeem his
masculinity through violence, the masculinity he fell short of in Vietnam, and again in returning
home and being rejected by Betsy. However, now, through his fantasized character choice of

O’Scannlain 72
embodying the cowboy to save Iris and remove the threat of Palatine, he hopes to transform into
a man worthy of Betsy. In doing so, he would erase the past to create a new future for himself as
a triumphant hero.
Emulating Travis’s other transformations, he fully commits to his punk vigilante persona
after successfully using violence to save a cashier being threatened at gunpoint at the gas station.
Caught in the store right as it was being robbed, Travis uses one of his newly acquired guns to
“save” the store owner in killing the thief. Here, Travis succeeds in using violence to protect the
store owner, making him an actual protector through his actions, which he fails to do with Betsy.
However, this victory is only achieved through violence, therefore establishing the connection
between masculinity reclaimed through violence.
This interaction jump-starts Travis’s next fantasy when he writes a letter home to his
parents that reads: “Dear father and mother, … I’m sorry again I cannot send you my address
like I promised you last year. But the sensitive nature of my work for the government demands
utmost secrecy…I have been going with a girl for several months, and I know you would be
proud if you could see her. Her name is Betsy…” (Scorsese 1.12.51). Travis uses this letter home
to reinforce his identity once again as a self-proclaimed government-appointed hero.xviii Here, he
reclaims his relationship with Betsy, delusionally insisting that they are together when clearly,
they are not. In reclaiming his masculinity through violence, he proclaims himself to be a hero,
which would, in turn, grant him the girl in the traditional arc of the superhero narrative. This
seems to contribute to the false narrative he tells his parents. Similar to other narratives such
as Born on The Fourth of July, Home, and Lovecraft Country, Travis uses Betsy as a vehicle to
legitimize his masculinity, emphasized through his suggestion that his parents “would be proud if
they could see her.” Travis’s inner monologue is interrupted by a man yelling, “Hey, Cabbie, you

O’Scannlain 73
can’t park here!” affirms the separation of the real world and the fantasy in Travis’s mind
(Scorsese 1.12.52). Each of these factors, his high-level governmental job, dating a beautiful girl,
and the danger he puts himself in for the sake “cleaning up the city” are all rooted in the
masculine standard Travis has been conditioned to uphold in a world that prioritizes masculinity
as strong, sexually active, protective, heroic and violent.
His next and final transition begins with a highly ritualized film sequence. First, Travis
shines his cowboy boots, then burns a bouquet of flowers in his sink, sharpens his knife, cuts off
a sleeve of his western blouse, tapes his knife into place. He also leaves a note for Iris telling her
that he will “probably be dead” by the times she reads it. Along with the note, he also leaves her
money highlighting Travis’s willingness to risk himself for the sake of “cleaning up the city”
(Scorsese 1.33.33). As the camera last shows Travis alone in his apartment, he is fully clothed in
his cowboy attire. However, in the following scene at the Palantine presidential Rally, Travis
steps out of his cab wearing a green army jacket, aviator sunglasses, and a newly shaved
mohawk (Scorsese 1.35.22). The ritual sequence prior to his transformation into a full vigilante
rebel symbolizes his rebirth while also suggesting the martyr nature of his actions with Iris.
Those actions being leaving her money and showing her that he is sacrificing himself for a larger
purpose. He dresses very nicely, shining his shoes and getting into a white shirt while preparing
his weapons, sharpening his knives, and equipping them onto his body like armor, showing both
a preparation and a goodbye in the burning of flowers. The departure from his cowboy identity
detaches him from his previous association with government glorification and the priority of
virtuous protector. Instead, he transitions to outwardly embody the identity of a vigilante-esk
rebel foreshadowing the violent scenes to come.
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Despite a highly ritualistic preparation process, Travis immediately fails in executing his
plan to kill Palantine, re-entering him into the realm of reality.xix Although Travis transforms into
this version of himself to kill Palantine, he immediately fails, getting caught right as he reaches
for a weapon by a security guard, sending him running back to his apartment where he continues
to take pills and drink (Scorsese 1.37.14). Seemingly ignoring his failure with Palatine, he
continues his quest to “clean up the city,” leading him instead to Iris at the brothel. Travis
decides to drive to the brothel, where he encounters Sport, Iris’s pimp, who fails to recognize
Travis in his new attire. Travis shoots Sport and enters the brothel shooting most of the men on
his way to Iris’s room. Once he reaches Iris’s room, he attempts to shoot himself, only to have no
bullets left. Finally, he sits on the couch as the police barge in, and he pretends to shoot himself
in the head with his bloody hand (Scorsese 1.42.47).
This entire scene outlines Travis’s downward spiral out of control. Failing so harshly in
his attempt to kill Palantine, he reverts to a simpler target, saving Iris. Not only does he fail in
saving Iris, but he fails at killing himself, eventually dying from gun wounds that he did not
inflict. The performance factor of pretending to kill himself with an imaginary gun highlights
the idea of killing himself independent of if he succeeds or not. Blake notes that in “Travis’s
mind, he would have ended his life by an act of heroism that both rescues Iris and confirms his
heroic self-image, a warped image of a murderous, self-immolating messiah” (Blake143). In
Travis’s mind killing himself in the end would not only give him the title of a hero for saving 12year-old “sweet Iris” but also the title of martyr, yet another heroic indicator. The idea that he
would be both a martyr and hero solidify his identification with masculinity. Although he does
not actually kill himself in the end, his whole life involves a broad range of fantasized identities
that accumulate in this moment to grant him this unachievable title. The performative suicide
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allows him to create the allusion that he has a choice in his death and that it was a noble decision
when in reality, he did not have a choice. He was killed in the process of criminalizing himself,
claiming it was for the sake of 12-year-old Iris when in reality, it was self-motivated for his own
formulated victory. Ultimately, Travis attempts to redeem his masculinity through violence once
again fails in the realm of reality.
Ultimately Travis’s failed masculinity comes full circle in falsely fulfilling viewer
expectations of a savior, showing Travis’s name splashed across newspaper headlines claiming
his heroism (Scorsese 1.42.54).

The final minutes of the film revert to the reading of a letter from Iris’s father relaying his
gratitude for Travis in helping Iris return home safely, noting that “[he is] something of a hero
around [their] household” (Scorsese 1.47.34). Reverting to omniscient narration without ever
visually showing Iris’s father talk or the actual letter reveals that this moment is not grounded in
reality but rather in Travis’s own mind. Further emphasizing the unreliability of these final
scenes is the understanding that Iris’s experiences as a 12-year-old sex worker, watching men die
at the hands of a man she thought she could trust, and running away from home had no
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psychological implications (Blake 140). Suggesting the trauma Iris clearly underwent in this
narrative did not impact her makes the context of these moments seem exceptionally outrageous
and untrue. Adding to this concept, Travis remains at the center of the frame while the overview
reads the letter suggesting the narrative is crafted by Travis himself as he lies at its center. The
tabloid headlines in tandem with Iris’s father’s letter of appraisal “assuring Travis that he
accomplished all his goals,” makes it seem like he did the impossible (Blake 143). It is difficult
to believe that a man struggling throughout the entirety of the film comes to accomplish all his
goals after clearly failing to execute his plan to kill Palantine and keep Iris safe. Through
Scorsese’s execution of Travis’s crafted fantasy, we can see the ways Travis hopes his
“redeemed masculinity” changes how outsiders view him.
Moving forward in this fantasy, Betsy gets into Travis’s car as they drive the same jazzy
dreamlike tune from the beginning while he watches her from his rearview mirror. Travis and
Betsy make small talk until Betsy mentions that she read about Travis in the papers which he
responds casually, stating it was “nothing really” (Scorsese 1.50.40). Finally, Betsey asks how
much the fare is, and Travis tells her she does not have to pay and drives away while she stands
on the street corner watching as he leaves. This moment is the culmination of Travis’s fantasies
coming true and fulfilling his identity and purpose in life. He achieves his role as a hero in
saving the young damsel in distress, Iris, and he has the women of his dreams pinning for him.
Arguably in the most heroic manner, he remains humble, rejecting his stardom in his casual
insistence of “it was nothing” while also suggesting he was just doing his job as a hero. Like
Blake also points out, he rejects Betsy, however, unlike Blake, I would argue it is not because of
“moral superiority” but rather because he has already verified his masculinity (Blake 146).
Travis is able to reject Betsy because he has already proven his masculinity and in turn has
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already proved he can get the girl. In ultimately rejecting her he reclaims the rejecting Betsy
gives to him in reality and rejects her in his fantasy to emphasize himself as an honorable martyr.
This final fantasized crafting of the story both emphasizes and denotes the masculinity that
Travis strives for throughout the entire film. Although it is suggested that Travis dies on the
couch of the brothel when the scene fades to black, the narrative continues to fulfill masculine
expectations afterward, questioning the worth of achieving this standard and its possibilities.
Travis dies performing his masculinity only for his fantasy to get him right back to where he was
initially-- a wandering taxi driver in New York City, begging the question of whether it was
worth it?
Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns upholds many of the characteristics and
narrative expectations that Taxi Driver does. In an interview with Miller, he says, “I was living
in a very rough New York City, Son of Sam New York. It was the one that Martin Scorsese
captured so well in Taxi Driver-- like that. And so I was living in a very very rough New York,
and I wanted to capture that in Batman.” (Miller 2.10-2.27). It appears Batman represents the
actual superhero that Travis wants himself to be. However, it is only within the fictionalized
universe that Miller builds for Batman that this expectation of masculine heroism is achievable.
Bruce Wayne is able to fight evil to protect the city all under the identity of Batman. Travis also
attempts to do the same, even taking on multiple identities to do so, however, he does not exist in
a crafted universe, rather he lives in reality. Like Travis’s identities as the taxi driver, the
cowboy, and the punk rock vigilante, Bruce Wayne also goes through multiple outward
transformations. Mila Bongco, in her book Reading Comics: Language, Culture, and the
Concept of the Superhero in Comic Books, notes how his costumes function as a “retreat from
the world” that allows Bruce to split himself between the identity of Batman and Bruce Wayne
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(Bongco 156). In Book One, “The Dark Knight Returns,” he wears the original 70s style gray,
yellow, and blue Batsuit, which is later torn apart by the mutants. Following, he starts wearing
the iconic gray and black suit in Book Three, “Hunt The Dark Knight,” which eventually leads
him to the final look he wears as Batman; the suit of gray and black armor that worn in his battle
with Superman in Book Four “The Dark Knight Falls.” Although his suit of armor is his final
look as Batman, his final look as Bruce Wayne comes on the last page when he returns to where
he was at the start of the comic. Although he comes full circle in his outward identity, now he
operates as Batman and a leader of the vigilantes but behind closed doors. Ultimately, these
costume changes symbolize Bruce Wayne developing his character and coming to demystify his
own ledged.
A helpful element in understanding Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns is returning to
Slotkin’s definition of a myth. As noted in Chapter 1, myths are “stories drawn from a society’s
history that have acquired through persistent usage the power of symbolizing that society’s
ideology and dramatizing its moral consciousness” (Slotkin 5). It is important to understand the
gravity of the myth in conjunction with the narrative of a superhero. Comics as well and the
archetype of the superhero have historically been used to conceptualize a fantasized world that
addresses real-world realities in fiction. Miller uses the iconic superhero, Batman, as a means to
reengage with the superhero narrative in a manner that recognizes its own mythologized nature
and legacy in bringing Batman out of retirement. Again, Bongco also highlights this notion,
pointing out that Miller’s adaptation of Batman as an older man shows the “elevation of
superheroes into legends” (Bongco 152). This concept emphasizes the nature of time in
conjunction with heroism, just like Miller shows in his aged Batman, simultaneously
reconceptualizing Batman as a ledged while recognizing his humanity.
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Sam Keen, in his chapter “The Inclination and Mutilation of Men” in his book Fire in the
Belly explores the ways men first need to “demythologize” the myth of masculinity in order to
regain personal agency. Keen explains how men are first “initiated” into the narrative of
masculinity that has been passed on by generations of men. He explains how men from a very
early age “listen to the stories, the myths, the tales of heroes and villains, that answered… How
should we act? What are the different roles of men and women? He would be apprenticed to men
who would teach him [the skills]…required to fulfill the obligations of manhood” (Keen 31).
Similar to what I have highlighted in this thesis, boys are taught the concept of masculinity
through narratives that are passed down in various forms. One of these vehicles of teaching is the
myth. Shor cites Slotkin in quoting that “myths reach out of the past to cripple, incapacitate, or
strike down the living” (quoted in Burgoyne, 1997, p. 70, Shore 384). Miller uses the past
Batman to show how it plagues Bruce in his current reality to show the ways masculine
expectations infect real-world men who are taught mythologized versions of masculinity. Miller
takes the past myth of Batman and demythologizes him through his four-part comic series that
takes place ten years after Batman’s retirement. In doing so, he highlights the realities of
manhood in contrast to the fictionalized version passed down to boys.
With these concepts in mind, Miller’s comic opens with a newsletter by James Olsen
titled “Truth to Power” that essentially outlines what washed up old men at a bar called “The
Golden age” or “The age of heroes.” The article summarizes the conversations taking place
about heroes and adventures however they strictly avoided talking about
... the mean one. The Cruel one. The one who couldn’t fly or bend steel in his bare hands.
The one who scared the crap out of everybody and laughed at all the rest of us for being
the envious cowards we were…Not a man among them wants to hear about Batman. Was

O’Scannlain 80
he quietly assassinated? Or did he just decide we weren’t worth the grief?...it wasn’t so
long ago. We had heroes. (Miller introduction)
Here, Miller establishes narrative expectations in the reintroduction of Batman as a mythical
character. Introducing Batman through conversations of old men talking about “The Golden
Age” shows the ways Batman’s legacy lives on after his death. Opening with the Olsen article
provides a certain amount of mysticism to readers surrounding Batman right before we are
introduced to his re-entering or “rebirth” into Gotham city. Suggesting that the old men are
“envious cowards” crafts a narrative of insecurity surrounding their own masculinity, implying a
heightened, elevated, or even mythic masculinity for Bruce. Here, Miller engages readers in the
collective memory of Batman as he once was, only to introduce him as he is now, ten years later.
In inquiring about his alleged assassination or disappearance, the truth about who Batman is and
where he went is unclear. This not only creates a narrative founded on ambiguity but it also
reinforces the narrative that Batman transcends real-life and partially exists within a story about
his life told and passed on by external spectators. Being a “hero” indicates operating within a
crafted narrative, told by outsiders looking in, in tandem with reality. This dual consciousness of
a hero can be commodified in dressing up to mask one’s identity, i.e., Bruce Wayne wearing his
Batsuit and mask to uphold the identity of Batman. Opening the comic book with this newsletter
highlights the importance of Batman as a mythic figure that already implies certain character
expectations. In mythologizing Batman, readers are reminded that Batman’s identity is built on a
performative outward-facing foundation that is meant to either fulfill or undermine the authentic
realities of his identity.
It is clear from the beginning that Bruce Wayne struggles without the identity of Batman
to help him escape the realities of the real world. In contrast to the available sequence where the
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larger-than-life myth of Batman is introduced, the narrative shows Bruce Wayne struggling with
a life of normalcy. He thinks to himself, “it’s the night—when the city’s smells call out to him…
for a moment, I forget that it’s all over…But Batman was a young man. If it was revenge he was
after, he’s taken it. It’s been forty years since he was born…” (Miller 14).

These opening pages make it clear that Bruce Wayne struggles with facing “reality he had
nevertheless only learned to confront with his Batman mask on” (Bongco 153). Suggesting the
younger Batman claimed his “revenge” in Bruce’s aging separates the myth of Batman from the
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reality Bruce Wayne currently lives in, showing the ways mystifying a person over time morphs
reality into something detached from truth. Here, we also see the influence of Taxi Driver in the
city, calling out to the “hero” in all its filth. Similar to Travis, Bruce Wayne is called by his
connection to “clean up the city. “ In first setting up Bruce Wayne as detached from the identity
of Batman, Miller emphasizes Bruce’s humanity as well as his craving to fulfill the myth he
created for himself.
Similar to Taxi Driver, The Dark Knight Returns models itself within the parameters of
the monomyth following a traditional call to adventure, trials and tribulations, revelation,
transformation, and finally returning home changed (Campbell vii). Brace Wayne, like Travis,
undergoes similar character morphing throughout the narrative that includes various costume
changes in conjunction with character changes. Book One, titled “The Dark Knight Returns,”
presents Bruce Wayne’s reengagement with the Batman identity. The title of Book One is even
suggestive in its title of rebirth or renewal to the traditional Batman narrative or character
expectations. The first book can be understood as Bruce Wayne’s “call to action” moment,
referring again back to Joseph Campbell’s idea of the hero’s journey. At the beginning of the
book, we see Bruce Wayne reject his natural inclinations to fight off evil, aligning with a hero’s
original “refusal of the call” (Campbell 54). However, within the parameters of his dreamscape,
his mind takes him back to when he found the Batcave when he was six, noting that he was
“unwilling to retreat as his brothers did… eyes gleaming, untouched by love or joy or sorrow”
(Miller 20). This moment shows Bruce in his youngest, most innocent self, exemplifying
qualities of bravery and manhood in the face of danger that his brothers reject, already set him
apart as special.
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With this reminder of early-onset bravery, Miller takes the narrative back to the current
Batcave that is “empty, silent as a church, waiting, as the bat was waiting,” where Bruce stands
naked, positioned on the bottom left hand of the page facing outward to the right (Miller 21).

The imagery of a naked Bruce in the sacred confines of his Batcave, where he transformed as a
child, alludes to the Biblical themes of rebirth. His physical body facing outward to the right
symbolizes his mind thinking about and moving into the future as he contemplates his identity as
Batman. Like Slaughterhouse-Five, this narrative borrows biblical imagery to outline its own
story of taught masculinity. Following this moment, Alfred Pennyworth, Bruce’s butler, enters
the cave and asks where his mustache went. Bruce, surprised himself, touches his lip to see if
what Alfred says is true and realizes his facial hair is completely gone, making him look youthful
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in contrast to himself earlier in Book One. These visual indicators of his childhood dreaming,
interrupted by naked adult Bruce standing in the Batcave, to his mustache, disappearing, imply a
reversal to his prior self foreshadowing his decision to become Batman again. In this
introductory scene, the seemingly magical reverse ageing of Bruce indulges in the myth of
Batman, allowing viewers to believe the myths that have been passed down about Batman until
this moment are true.
Bruce Wayne’s traveling back to childhood re-engages himself with his motivations to
become Batman. This is shown in Book One’s first splash page that includes Batman heroically
taking up the entire page in his original gray, blue and yellow bat suit (Miller 34).
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On the splash page, he thinks to himself, “I should be a mass of aching muscles…But I’m a man
of thirty-- of twenty again… the rain on my chest is a baptism--I’m born again…” (Miller 34).
Similar to Bruce Wayne in his Batcave and the title of Book One, “The Dark Knight Returns,”
Miller uses baptismal allusions to signify his rebirth into his identity as Batman that can be seen
outwardly in his returns to the original Batsuit. Baptismal imagery suggests a washing away of
sins in order to act with the intentions of Christ. Bruce, acting now without his mustache, has
returned to an innocent version of himself, unplagued by the real world’s evils and horrors that
prepare him to continue to fight evil. The reversal of aging that Miller implements onto Batman
is significant in conversation with war narratives. They jointly perpetuate the concept that boys
are meant to act with bravery even in the face of violence from a very early age. In putting on his
original Batsuit, Bruce Wayne, similar to generations of boys going to war, exemplifies the
standard of masculine bravery as called on by the American government in times of war, or
Gotham City in Batman. This reminder is one of the outside forces that compel Bruce Wayne to
re-engage with the ultimate symbol of masculinity, Batman.
Batman’s transformations are each brought on by moments of clarity that expose his
human feats, chipping away at the myth of Batman to reveal a version of himself tethered closer
to reality. Although Batman’s iconic 70s blue, gray, and yellow Batsuit makes a return, it is not
far after that it gets ruined when he almost gets killed by the mutants. Afterward, Batman is
forced to return to the Batcave with Robin, where he reveals himself as Bruce Wayne in Book
Two, “The Dark Knight Triumphant.” This moment between Robin and Batman is exceptionally
intimate, showing Batman in the comic’s most physically and emotionally vulnerable position.
As he stands wounded, he takes off layers of his old, youthful, and destroyed costume while
saying, “I leave them behind me… I leave… it all behind me… I go…to the dark place…where I
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first met you…before my parents died… before I learned what I am. I’m dying…but I can’t
die…I’m not finished yet…And you’re not finished with me” (Miller 88).

Once again, in this moment of vulnerability, Bruce Wayne attempts to reconnect to his childhood
self where he was exposed to the evils of the world when his parents were killed. However, at
this moment, he appears to be torn between the craving to stay connected with his past, youthful,
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and mystified self with his new, older, and more experienced self, mimicked in the lines “I’m
dying…but I can’t die.” As he says this, the panels on the right side are all split in two,
paralleling the tension between the myth of Batman and the Batman he is now. His attempt to
reclaim heroism in the hands of violence fails him. Here, he recognizes his need for help,
explaining his inclusion of Robin to join forces with him that dually invites her into his fantasy.
Here, he also chooses to take a step further away from who he once was to the man he is now. In
showing Robin his true identity as Bruce Wayne, he includes her in the inner workings of the
outward projection of his identity and social facing facade as Batman exposing another layer
behind his myth. This moment of being torn between his past and present self invites his new
costume of the gray and black Batsuit, omitting the yellow and blue details most prominent in
Book Three, “Hunt The Dark Knight,” but keeping the integrity of the Batman look (Miller
115).xx
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Finally, in Book Four, “The Dark Knight Falls,” Batman goes through his final character
transformations after officially coming to terms with his aging and recognizing the destruction
and violence the myth of Batman forces him to uphold. Connected to the power of Gotham City,
Batman waits for Superman in his new technologically advanced suit of armor that does not
include the Batman symbol on his chest, alluding to his plan to kill off the myth of Batman. With
the intention of fighting Superman and faking his own death yet again, the battle continues, both
using their own hands to fight each other. With a reminder of his human qualities, Superman tells
Batman, “Bruce-- this is idiotic … you’re just bone and meat--like all the rest” immediately
following, he tears off Batman’s mask revealing the white hair of Bruce Wayne (Miller 192).

This moment emphasizes the differences between Batman and Superman. Batman, as noted in
the beginning article by James Olsen, “the one who couldn’t fly or bend steel in his bare hands,”
did not have any type of supernatural abilities unlike Superman who does (Miller introduction).
Right after this reminder, Miller dedicates almost a full page to Batman without his mask kicking
Superman down, saying “I want you…to remember, Clark… in all the years to come… in your
most private moments… I want you to remember… my hand at your throat…I want you…you to
remember…the one man who beat you…” (Miller 196).
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Directly after that line, the next box shows a heart monitor falling flat. This shows Batman
having the heart attack he planned to fake his death to Superman and the world. This moment
symbolizes the death of Batman’s outward-facing performative self as the defender of crime in
Gotham city. Batman had also planned to set off explosions that would destroy the Wayne manor
and leave no trail of Bruce Wayne being Batman behind, further severing his real identity of
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Bruce Wayne with the myth of Batman. At this moment, Batman allows the rest of the world,
Superman included, to believe that he has been beaten. In this, he allows people to believe that
being an old, human, and weaker man allows Superman to take him down. Here, Batman rejects
masculinity redeemed through violence and allows himself to be viewed as the man who got
defeated.
However, this becomes complicated because, truthfully, Batman defeats Superman.
Batman’s body is then claimed by a disguised Carrie Kelly at his funeral. However, at Batman’s
funeral, Superman hears a heartbeat from the coffin and realizes that Batman is still alive,
revealing that Batman faked his own death to kill himself off from the public eye but not to
Superman (Miller 199).

In allowing Superman to know he has been defeated, Bruce Wayne allows a small part of the
myth of Batman to live on after he destroys it. After finding out that Superman knew his death
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was faked, he casually states, “not that it mattered. He’d have guessed sooner or later,” once
again suggesting the strength of Batman in the myth (Miller 199). This scene seems to
potentially suggest the inability to kill off the mythologized version of Batman, and I would
agree with that. However, I would argue in Bruce Wayne’s severance of his identity as Batman,
he allows himself to operate outside of the confines of his masculine myth. Although Superman
knows the truth, that Batman, in fact, defeated him, letting that information remain private
reinforces his later decision to go underground and reject performative violence.
Bruce Wayne kills Batman for the purpose of his final identity shift as Bruce Wayne that
operates independent of the public eye, defeating the need to perform for spectators and therefore
skew one’s identity to match the myth of Batman. In killing Batman, Bruce Wayne allows
himself to operate outside of Batman’s self-crafted mythologized fantasy. Batman represents
impossible standards of masculinity and heroism that men cannot achieve outside of a fantasized
universe which Scorsese expresses in Taxi Driver through Travis Bickle. Wayne’s final identity
reveals itself on the comic’s last page, where Bruce Wayne is kneeling, surrounded by masked
mutants looking at plumbing maps attempting to distribute clean water across the city. Batman
relays that:
“[Superman] will leave me alone, now, in return I’ll stay quiet. So will Robin-- and the
rest…years to train and study and plan…here, in the endless cave, far past the brunt
remains of the crimefighter whose time has passed…It begins here-- an army-- to bring
sense to a world plagued by worse than thieves and murderers… this will be a good
life… good enough.” (Miller 200)
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Here, surrounded by masked vigilantes, Bruce Wayne functions as a faced leader. Unlike the
previous identities of both Batman and Bruce Wayne, here he rejects violence to enact social
change. Here, in the protection of the Batcave, the group works to fix systematic problems in the
city rather than violently fight crime. Without violent fighting against a tangible enemy, this
narrative simultaneously rejects the traditional superhero arc while embracing another means of
social empowerment, heroism, and conversely, masculinity. It is important to note as well that in
operating behind closed doors, the group saves the city without taking credit or receiving
glorification, once again straying from the heroism of masculinity. Although the language of
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crime fighters or soldiers remains in his description of the group as an “army,” their goal is no
longer justice gained through violence but rather justice implemented through fixing systemic
issues present in the social network of Gotham City. This revolutionizes what it means to be a
hero while rejecting the traditional means of achieving that title.
Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns uses the myth of Batman as a means to liberate
Bruce Wayne from social expectations that ultimately question the masculinity narrative
prominent in American society. Keen argues that “If [men] want to be liberated, we must
examine the myriad informal ways our society tells men what is expected of them…” (Keen 34).
Miller’s rendition of Batman and Scorsese’s Taxi Driver both illuminate the mechanisms at work
that informally shape male expectations in reality and even into fictionalized universes. Keen
explains that the only way to rid oneself of this expectation is to “demythologize and demystify
the authority or myth that has unconsciously informed his or her life” (Keen 33). Travis Bickle
and Bruce Wayne similarly struggle at the hands of mythologized masculinity. Travis seems to
fall victim to these expectations in failing to find his way out of the cyclical nature of failed
masculinity. However, Miller’s Batman seems to find his way out and offer a new understanding
of independently presenting masculinity that defies these violent, heroic, unrealistic expectations
and “demystifies” the myth of masculinity.
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Conclusion
Each of these chapters come together to address the ways that masculinity narratives
shape the lives of people across ages, race, and gender. In first talking about SlaughterhouseFive and Born on the Fourth of July, we understand the ways Ron Kovic and Billy Pilgrim
experience physical and psychological traumas that make them consciously or not fall victim to
this standard. Toni Morrison’s Home and HBO’s Lovecraft Country take the concepts of white
masculinity introduced in Chapter One to highlight the ways Black men come to embody
characteristics of the white patriarchy that impeded on Black female identity. Finally, Chapter
Three deals with the concept of mythologized masculinity redeemed through violence in Martin
Scorsese’s film Taxi Driver and Frank Miller’s comic book series The Dark Knight Returns,
which suggests a reconsideration of how society understands masculinity.
Sam Keen writes in his book Fire in the Belly that “We gain personal authority and find
our unique sense of self only when we learn to distinguish between our own story—our
autobiographical truths—and the official myths that have previously governed our minds,
feelings, and actions (Keen 33). This thesis uses the genre frame of fiction to unpack how social
truths influence and infect our reality. In recognizing the ways that crafted perceptions of reality
shape our personal narratives, there is a means to “gain personal authority.” Finding a way to
“demythologize” gendered conventions will help in personal liberation and ultimately create a
space where people of all races and genders are comfortable expressing themselves.
Richard Slotkin highlights the importance of myths in his conclusion “The Crisis of the
Final Myth.” He explains that as humans, we do not have a choice in fully rejecting the myth as a
form. He recognizes how myths help us understand and remember the past. Although myths are
a form of fiction, they are tools to aid in understanding the complexities and abstract nature of
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the human experience. Although this may be true, he also argues that we need to decide
“between productive revisions of myth—which open the system and permit it to adjust its beliefs
(and the fictions that carry them) to changing realities—and the rigid defense of existing
systems, the refusal to change, which binds us to dead or destructive patterns of action and belief
that are out of phase with social and environmental reality” (Slotkin 655). Slotkin’s quote
encapsulates the aims of this thesis in that there is a need to remake the narrative of masculinity.
Today’s world is meant to flourish in its ability to express one’s identity publicly and without
concern or fear. In reconceptualizing the means one can express themselves outside the ridged
definition that lives within the gender binary, the pressures inherently embedded in selfexpression have the potential to be eased.

O’Scannlain 96
ENDOTES

ii

In a way Vonnegut uses the story like of the Tralfamadorians as a means to meld these two

concepts together, the fairytale and religion In Chapter 4 Billy waits for the Tralfamadorians and
decides to watch a World War II movie backwards on his coach and watches as everyone comes
together to clean up the war, reverse age back into babies until two biologically perfect human
beings, Adam and Eve, are left-- essentially erasing every sin that has ever been committed. Billy
notes that “Everybody turned into a baby, and all humanity, without exception, conspired
biologically to produce two perfect people named Adam and Eve, he supposed” (Vonnegut 95).
The particularly important word here is “supposed,” Billy “supposed.’’ This suggests that this is
an understanding of Billy through his thoughts that we know are greatly affected by trauma. By
this logic the metaphor therefore is a figment of Billy’s traumatized imagination potentially
drawn from his experiences with Christianity linked to his experiences with war. Not only does
this rewind suggest a wanting to undo the past, but it also highlights infancy and the craving to
return to an innocent state of being after participating in “The Children’s Crusade.” Realistically
the war movie is simply rewinding, however Billy’s imagination creates a narrative that moves
past the visuals he sees on the screen almost like he keeps reversing while the movie does not
and traces all the way back in time to return to a non-sinful place, in the garden of Adam and
Eve.
iii

Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five is notable for its retelling of a wartime experience from the

perspective of a white males, however the novel lacks strong female figures within its narrative.
Considering the book is about World War II with an army predominantly composed of men, this
information is not surprising, however looking deeper into the beginning scenes of the book this
is important to consider. Mary, the wife of the narrator’s war time friend, chimes in while the
groups is discussing the book being written about Dresden, she says:
You’ll pretend you were men instead of babies, and you’ll be played in the movies by
Frank Sinatra and John Wayne or some of those other glamorous, war-loving, dirty old
men. And war will look just wonderful, so we’ll have a lot more of them. And they’ll be
fought by babies like the babies upstairs. (Vonnegut 18)
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The narrator acknowledges Mary’s anger towards the “children’s crusade” and promises to make
this detail very clear in his book as he understands that “wars were partly encouraged by books
and movies’’ (Vonnegut 19). This gets at two very important concepts, the first being Mary’s
role in essentially establishing the backbone of the soon to be written antiwar narrative. As noted
earlier, war stories cannot be kept “sacred” any longer. War stories were not being told authentic
or realistically and there was a need for that to change, especially within media like movies that
were being absorbed by children. There were no heroes, there was no glory-- that is what Mary is
saying. Mary, as one of the only females in the story, acts almost as a maternal figure over the
whole novel that circles around a group of boys who never had the chance to be mothered and
grow up.
iv

Although Ronnie seems confident in public spaces, when he moves into private spaces that

confidence seems to waver, suggesting the performative factor of his masculine urges to go to
war. Moving into a more private space, Ronnie talks with his dad about going to war. His dad
clearly is concerned about Ronnie going and expresses how he hopes he is placed somewhere
safe. Ronnie pushes back against these comments reminding his dad of his heroism in World
War II as well as JFK’s speech about the willingness of men to sacrifice themselves for
American liberty (24:35). Once again, the audience is reminded of Ronnie’s very early
experience that has come to influence his identity, definition of bravery, and projection of
masculinity. Right as Ronnie is defending himself his mother comes in voicing her support
giving affirmation to Ronnie’s defense after which Mr. Kovic brings up the prom again
contrasting their conversation of war and violence with early adolescence emphasizing his youth.
In contrast to both interactions with his guy friends and in front of the group of girls, Ronnie’s
living room is a semi-public space in the privacy of his own home. There is a slight shift in that
his confidence seems to slightly waiver in the face of his father’s doubt but he overcompensates
in getting angry and talking back to his dad aggressively and making it clear that he loves his
country.
Conversely, when Ronnie finds himself in the privacy of his own room he talks to God
and honestly admits his doubts about choosing to go to war. As he kneels at the foot of his bed
he says “Sometimes God I’m so confused. Sometimes I think I’d just like to stay here in
Massapequa and never leave but I got to go. Help me Jesus. Help me to make the right decision.
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Please, dear God” (26:10). This is the first time we see Ronnie being honest about his doubts and
his confusion towards choosing the right path. Prior to this moment, Ronnie’s confidence seems
to be unflappable. However, within this extremely intimate and private moment, he allows
himself to be vulnerable and stop performing masculinity because there is nobody to perform for
but himself. Similar to Slaughterhouse Five, religion seems to be a pivotal theme in this
narrative, however, here it’s utilized in a much more traditional fashion. God seems to be
something Ronnie can trust in, whereas Vonnegut uses religion as another source of fantasy
within the novel. However, as Ronnie talks to God, the camera continues to pan back towards the
crucifix on the wall placing the significance of Ronnie’s beliefs into something materialistic.
Once again right after this exceptionally intimate moment with Ronnie and God discussing his
next steps in life, he runs through the rain to his prom to go find Donna (26:54). He finds her on
the dance floor, asks her to dance and kisses her. Everything in one moment all falls together for
him in his high school life. He’s the athletic jock from a Christian family who is heroically going
off to fight for his country and in the end, he gets the girl. Ronnie is torn between two paths, as
he battles between his life in high school and the path he has chosen in Vietnam. The duality of
Ronnies life contributes to his performative masculinity in the sense that he feels the need to
project a crafted idea of masculinity to his friends and family, however when he finds himself
alone with his thoughts, he can admit to the falsities that he projects. This is similar to the ways
in which Vonnegut uses Pilgrim as a means to inadvertently express his authentic fears of
masculinity. Here, Ronnie uses performativity to mask his fears while using private spaces to
admit them.
v

After accidentally killing innocent people Ronnie tells his superior “It was very confusing…

that was when Wilson was killed, sir…Sir, I think I might have killed him, sir” (36.47). He
responds with increasing frustrating saying, “I don’t think so…sometimes it is very hard to tell
what is happening. Don’t talk like that. I don’t need anybody to come in here and tell me this
shit… is that clear?” (37.04-37.36). Here we see Ronny attempting to hold himself responsible
for his acts of violence, however, his superior refuses to acknowledge this act of morality
seemingly continuing to cling to the previous narrative of the American soldier. He refuses to
allow Ronnie to take responsibility and instead attempts to project innocence onto the situation
that aligns with the war hero narrative. This interaction again highlights the discrepancy between
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the narrative and reality. In a much more traditional manner than Vonnegut, Stone highlights the
difference between a crafted and told story with the realities of a traumatic situation. The power
relationship here is emphasized by Ronny’s overuse of the word “sir” coupled with his eventual
robotic submission to accepting his own innocence in the situation. This moment is where we see
the narrative attempting to squeeze itself into a hero’s story in denying violence and avoiding
responsibility, however this interaction demonstrates the instability of forcing a certain narrative
on this story. This film uses expectations of a war story in tandem with the vehicle of the hero’s
journey to emphasize the real violence and physical threat to soldiers’ bodies in the Vietnam war
without glorifying this violence like in previous narratives surrounding World War II.
vi

The ironic music choice continues while Ronny rejects the doctors who tell him he will never

walk again when he crutches through the hospital to Don McLean’s song “American Pie.” The
song references the death of Buddy Holly who tragically lost his life in a plane crash in 1959,
while also referencing other cultural icons, and the Vietnam war to ultimately represent the
complex state of America at the time (references). Similar to the political and cultural climate of
America changing, music was also extremely impacted. The song dives into the prevalence of
the American dream in the 50s into “the day the music died.” This song plays as Ronny attempts
to literally do the impossible after his body is permanently paralyzed in combat highlighting the
impossibility of achieving the masculine standard and the fantasy that is the heroic American
soldier. The scene ends with him falling to his face and further injuring his already paralyzed
legs pushing him even further away from his fantasy.
This scene is followed by Ronnie fantastically dreaming he can walk again to escape his
physical reality of paralysis. After his dream the visual directly cuts to Ronnie looking at himself
in the mirror with overgrown facial hair as he is neglected by nurses after he vomits and
defecates himself. He screams “I just want to be treated like a human being… I fought for my
country. I am a Vietnam veteran” again basing his entire identity on the idea of being a war
hero (57:09). This idea of what he wants to be has no weight in the hospital where he is
consistently being neglected and dehumanized. Ronny strongly differs from Billy Pilgrim in the
sense that he has expectations after fighting for his country, he believes that in exchange for
risking his life he deserves to be treated a certain way. The image of Ronnie looking at himself in
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the mirror after his dream of walking is representative of looking at a person he no longer
recognizes and beginning to realize that he isn’t the man he thought he would be.
vii

Ronnie’s obsession with projecting strength and masculinity comes through in his insistence on

not losing his leg. After Ronnie very traumatically almost gets his leg amputated because of
neglect and lack of resources in the veteran hospital, he returns home to see his family for the
first time since the accident. Ronnie not only loses his independence but he also loses his ability
to have sex and have children. His physical handicap symbolizes his failure as a soldier and in
exchange his failure as a “man.” When he comes home to his family, he does not want others to
help him even when he is falling over while telling his siblings how many pull ups he can do
now. Instead of being vulnerable and accepting help Ronnie attempts to project the same type of
man he always dreamed he would be when he came home from war, a hero. Ronnie’s failure to
accept the physical trauma his body experienced in war begins to fall apart when his mother
comes outside and gives him a hug. She looks around at everyone and back and Ronnie gives
him a hug while insisting to her he is okay. Upset, she leaves to go inside making it clear to
Ronnie that it hurts her to see him like this. Before Ronnie goes to war, Mrs. Kovic favors him
over her other children, admiring his physical strength, mental toughness, and bravery to go out
and serve. Ronnie’s father has a similar moment with him in his childhood bedroom where they
embrace while he cries into Ronnie’s chest. Mr. Kovic in this moment also breaks away from
masculine expectations in his vulnerability crying for Ronny and everything he lost recognizing
his failed masculinity. Ronnie’s rejection of realistically accepting his physical body is unstable
and eventually leads him into a downward spiral.
viii

First, it is important to note that this narration does not come from Frank himself but rather a

third person narrator, however, within the story, the narration switches around from first person
to third person suggesting his inability to control trauma episodes. Broken narration in Home can
be compared to Slaughterhouse Five in its decision to exist within a broken framework to
distance the traumatized party with the actual event to narrativize trauma. The variation between
narrators suggests different truths to each story, revealing certain inconsistencies between
characters. However, this passage is told in the third person, suggesting a certain “all knowing”
quality to this narrative. This passage recalls two “boys,” one with his internal organs spilling out
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into his hands and the other left with the bottom half of his face calling for his mother in his last
moments. The word choice of boys in tandem with the boy calling for his mother emphasizes the
youth of the pair in an exceptionally gruesome situation, upholding the theme of youth and
violence consistent in Home, Slaughterhouse Five, and Born on The Fourth of July. This is met
with Frank’s “stepping over them… to stay alive” which is reminiscent of Ron Kovic’s
experiences moving around other soldiers on the battlefield or making his way around veterans at
the hospital. This “stepping over” desensitizes an exceptionally traumatic experience that mirrors
Frank’s experience with the horses in Chapter 1, however it seems now that the realities of
violence become clear. In the last fragment of this flashback the narrator explains, “They never
went away, these pictures. Except with Lily.” The word choice of “pictures” is an interesting
choice because it suggests a distance between a visual memory and the living experience of the
memory. Calling Frank’s flashbacks “pictures” denotes his lived experience potentially to
emphasize the difficulties of vocalizing trauma.
x

It is also important to note that Lily is not the only sexual female symbol in the narrative.

Franks relationship with sexuality is complicated in his experiences in Korea when he accidently
kills a girl referred to as Yum Yum. For the purpose of this thesis, I chose to focus on Lily
instead of Yum Yum because the primary focus of this chapter is the Black female experience
and the repercussions of the white patriarchy. For more details on this character see Home
chapters 8, 9, 10, 12, and 14.
xi

However, later in Chapter 12, the narration flips back to third person and notes that

“Effectively, whether she knew it or not, Lily displaced his disorder, his rage and his shame. The
displacements had convinced him the emotional wreckage no longer existed. In fact, it was
biding its time” (Morrison 108). Later, Frank uses Lily as a mechanism for coping or
“displacing” his disorder which can also be understood through the language of fantasy. Like
male expectations, Frank crafts his own narrative of trauma to mold itself into what he believes
his experiences should have been based on the social expectations of not only manhood, but
white manhood. His ability to “project” this image of a life that attempts to overtake his past
image of trauma, however, is not wholly successful but rather a coping mechanism that later
collapses.
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xii

The expectation for women to perform as non-agentive caretakers to their partners continues,

this time from the perspective of Frank as a witness. While on the train Frank witnesses a wife
and husband who get into an altercation. As the husband was being kicked out of a coffee shop
the wife tries to come and help only to be hit by a rock in the face. After hearing what happened
to the couple Frank reflects definitively saying:
He will beat her when they get home, thought Frank. And who wouldn’t? It’s one thing to
be publicly humiliated. A man could move on from that. What was intolerable was the
witness of a woman, a wife, who not only saw it, but had dared try to rescue-- rescue!-him. He couldn’t protect himself and he couldn’t protect her either, …She would have to
pay for that broken nose. Over and over again. (Morrison 26).
Frank’s confidence in the man going home to beat his wife emphasizes his own understanding of
male and female relationships while also speaking to a broader social understanding of the
expectation of heterosexual relationships that extends to this couple. Frank’s reflection “who
wouldn’t” and justification behind public humiliation and witnesses emphasizes his participation
in this standard. This excerpt focuses on the wife “witnessing” her husband in a moment of
vulnerability. The wife breaks away from the expectation of passivity when she exercises her
agency in trying to “rescue” him, highlighting his need for the physical help of a woman that is
inherently non-masculine. This differs from Frank’s emotional reliability on Lily who serves as
an abstract concept to suppress his emotional response to trauma without being physically
agentive like the wife is here. This emphasizes women’s strict roles as non-agentive and the
repercussions of breaking away from this standard. Frank’s additional thought that she “would
have to pay for that broken nose. Over and over again” suggests the cyclical nature of domestic
violence but also the cycle of toxic masculinity continuously being exercised and perpetuated by
men. Morrison uses female characters to demonstrate that since anyone can be “masculine,”
masculinity itself is just a performance, and treating it as innate or stable is a fantasy perpetuated
by society. Morrison’s Home, particularly at the beginning, illustrates the ways masculinity has
been taught, followed, and performed by men that have secondarily affected female agency.
xiii

Morrison inlays references to fairy tales in this narrative, like Slaughterhouse-Five, that allude

to the relationship between childhood innocence and stories kids are told that are meant to teach
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them about the world that inherently fails them. Chapter Four, narrated by Cee and third person
omniscient, reminisces on a childhood where “Frank and Cee, like some forgotten Hansel and
Gretel, locked hands as they navigated the silence and tried to imagine a future” (Morrison 53).
The reference of Hansel and Gretel emphasizes Cee and Franks innocence as children suggesting
ideas of fantasy, whimsy, and childhood that suggests forward looking. However, this fairytale
has a dark side that foreshadows danger for both Frank and Cee. Jumping forward in this chapter
while Cee is at her new job she shares a meal with her boss, while being told “I’ll fatten you up
in no time if you stay here long enough” (Morrison 62). The reference to “fattening her up”
alludes to the witch in Hansel and Gretel that fattens her children up before eventually eating
them. This becomes particularly significant in conversation with the commodification of Black
bodies through the language of consumption particularly in relation to Black female bodies.
xiv

Black womanhood in response to white patriarchy in this novel expresses itself through

several differing characteristics, one of them being guilt. Sarah, the other Black maid working
with Cee, feels responsible for Cee being violated by Dr. Beauregard. After Frank removes Cee
from the house in her sickly state the narrator notes “[Sarah] blamed herself almost as much as
she blamed Dr. Beau” (Morrison 113). Although Sarah is not at all responsible for the violence
done to Cee’s body by Dr. Beau, she inherently feels guilty and attempts to take on the Doctor’s
responsibility while he ultimately ignores it. Sarah displaces the responsibility that Dr. Beau
should have taken for himself demonstrating stereotypical feminine behavior in feeling the need
to apologize for other people’s wrongdoings. This becomes particularly prevalent in the
relationship between a white male doctor with his Black female worker that not only involves
gender dynamics but racial ones. Once again Morrison exemplifies the ways in which
masculinity, particularly white masculinity, impacts Black women. In a similar fashion, Dr.
Beau’s failure to take responsibility for his violence parallels American failure to take
responsibility for the deaths of soldiers at war and admitting to the realities of violence taking
place that have contributed to the crafted of white masculinity narratives that have impeded on
Black men and women.
xv

Once again returning to the idea of responsibility here shows the ways Morrison liberates Black

female characters to reject fantasized understandings of male relationships. It is clear that “They
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took responsibility for their lives and for whatever, whoever else needed them. …Sleep was not
for dreaming; it was for gathering strength for the coming day” (Morrison 123). Responsibility
seems to be something that fails in male war narratives. For example, Frank does not take
responsibility for killing a Korean girl who accidently touches him sexually, instead he crafts a
new narrative of the story as a trauma response and coping mechanism. Here the idea of sleep
and “dreaming” connects with crafting a new narrative in the place of reality that fails to uphold
notions of masculinity for Frank. Responsibility here, unlike responsibility with Sarah, gets
inverted. Rather than allowing for male narratives to push, pull, and morph their female
experience, these women preach to Cee about the importance of taking responsibility for their
own narrative-- something Cee was not taught as a child. Through rejecting vulnerability and
capitalizing on strength and healing, these women deconstruct fantasized masculinity and work
against historical treatment of Black female bodies to regain agency in a society that inherently
robs them of it.
xvi

In this same section, Morrison makes references to the biblical Garden of Eden which is

representative of the most perfect place of beauty and peace where happiness and life flourish.
Here, Miss Ethel’s Garden, closely resembling the name Eden, falls short of the perfection
within the biblical garden of Adam and Eve. Her garden is not perfect. In fact, her garden is
threatened and taken advantage of, paralleling the social environment Black women exist in.
Cee’s experience with Dr. Beau is an example of the threat of outsiders, particularly white men
and women, who attempt to take Black women’s “nourishment,” their “beauty,” and their
“benefits” through dehumanizing their existence, denouncing their agency, and commodifying
their bodies. All this in consideration, Ethel “loves” her garden because it is a space that is
protected from the harm of fantasized, threatening, white masculinity. It is also important to
consider that the garden of Eden is not a real place, it is imaged, talked about, and passed down
through its religious narrativized context. There is no place on earth so perfect. Similar to this
ideal, racism and threat of violence from men onto Black women is inescapable. However, this
community of black women create a protected space compiled of women fighting against outside
threats to protect those inside, making it more authentic and stronger than the fantasy that is the
Garden of Eden. Morrison breaks down narratives like the Bible and honestly transforms them
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into reality, drawing on the strength of Black femininity and community in pushing against the
real threat of fantasized white manhood.
xvii

A mechanism that is consistent across all the primary sources of this thesis is the implantation

of fantasy or direct reference to fairytales as a means to emphasize performative tendencies. In
one of Travis’s inner monologues he states “The idea had been growing in my brain for some
time. True force. All the king’s men cannot put it back together again” (59.12). Here, Travis
directly references a fairy tale nursery rhyme, Humpty Dumpty. The lines read “Humpty Dumpty
sat on a wall, / Humpty Dumpty had a great fall, / All the king’s horses and all the king’s men, /
Couldn’t put Humpty together again” (Goose 1). In the nursery rhyme it is understood that
Humpty Dumpty is a king who sits on a wall and symbolizes great power. However in the
narrative, he falls off his great wall, suggesting a loss power that his soldiers find difficult to
come back from. Due to the loss of power in their leader his army could not help the king regain
his power or “put him back together again” after such a fall from glory. If we understand this
interpretation of the nursery rhyme to be correct, the story line parallels that of Taxi Driver and
historically America’s participation in Vietnam. In this case, America would be Humpty
Dumpty, the force that pushes Humpty off the wall is Vietnam, and of course the soldiers, like
Travis, are all the kinds men who cannot reformulate trust and power back into America. The
fantasy that America was an unbeatable force was shattered, just like Humpty’s power while
sitting up on his wall. The parallels between the war in Vietnam in conjunction with the nursery
rhyme of Humpty Dumpty, work to explain he complex relationships veterans have with
America. It also explains a dynamic between the use of fantasy as a means to escape reality. The
contrast between childhood innocence with the nursery rhyme parallels a blind trust in America
after WWII, and the realities of failure and death that occurred afterwards in Vietnam.
xviii

He emphasizes the secrecy of his “work” to elevate it to a level of superiority and power

derived from governmental recognition of his special abilities.
xix

This final scene shows the transition to violent vigilante from his original identity as a cab

driver who refused to consider buying a gun. After continuously failing in his attempts to protect
his sexual love interest Betsy through nonviolent means and on a large scale save American from
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Palantine through violence he mixes the two. Saving Betsy was small-scale and attainable, yet it
seemingly failed because there was no violence involved to make him man enough for a woman
as seemingly desirable as Betsy. Saving America was much too large scale, however his tactic of
using violence seemed promising. In focusing on dismantling a single injustice, a brothel selling
sex from underaged children such as Iris, with violence, he attempts fulfill his desires to be a
hero one last time. Once again however, Iris, like Valencia Pilgrim in Slaughterhouse Five and
Home’s Lily, functions as a means to achieve a masculine standard. She is a means to a purpose
for Travis in completing the hero’s journey to achieve masculinity.
xx

It is important to recognize that not only does the intimacy of the demasking prompt Bruce

Wayne to continue as Batman but the harnessing of the animalistic bat figure also helps him do
so. As Wayne begins to fully regain consciousness the narrator notes he is “Gliding with ancient
grace… eyes gleaming untouched by love or joy or sorrow…breath hot with the taste of fallen
foes…the stench of dead things, damned things… surely the fiercest survivor… the purest
warrior…glaring, hating… claiming me as your own” (Book Two). Similar to his earlier
transformation, Wayne remembers his past to gain strength in his future. However this time he
moves with “ancient grace” that is “untouched by love or joy or sorrow.” This references his
childhood self that is “untouched by love or joy or sorrow” however, this time he moves with
“ancient grace” which suggests that he has learned from his earlier self and will use that
knowledge moving forward. Being motivated by “the taste of fallen foes…the stench of dead
things, damned things…” the imagery of the comic moves to the animalistic bat figure that
appears earlier in his childhood encounter with the Batcave. In the bat frame the narrator says
“claiming me as your own” connecting Bruce to the menacing identity of the animal. This image
could symbolize the motivation to use violence as a means of protection, safety, and heroism that
is used earlier in his original Batsuit. Through being inspired by a menacing animal, Bruce
embraces Robin as his sidekick to help him continue using violence as a means of protection in
his older body. The moment of demasking is what pushes Batman into further evolution, inviting
his new costume of the gray and black Batsuit, omitting the yellow and blue details most
prominent in Book Three “Hunt The Dark Knight.”
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